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Abstract 
 

Liberal representative democracy faces some legitimacy issues: OECD data shows that 

44% of citizens in modern liberal democracies express little or no trust in their national 

governments. This thesis asks what principles of consensus decision-making in hunter-

gatherer societies can inform the design and evaluation of modern deliberative institutions, 

particularly citizens’ assemblies. It conducts a systematic, mechanism-focused qualitative 

comparison across three hunter-gatherer case groups (the Ju/‘hoansi, Hadza, and Mbuti) 

and contemporary citizens’ assemblies, analysed along five dimensions: participatory 

equality, deliberative quality, authority and leadership, conflict resolution, and legitimacy. 

The theoretical framework integrates deliberative democratic theory (Habermas, 

Mansbridge, Dryzek, Fishkin) with anthropological accounts of egalitarian governance 

(Boehm, Woodburn, Clastres), treating hunter-gatherer societies as sources of comparative 

insight rather than models for direct replication. The analysis finds consistent structural 

parallels across all five dimensions: both forms of deliberation require active maintenance 

of participatory equality, operate through non-coercive facilitative authority, deploy 

graduated conflict-channelling mechanisms, and generate legitimacy primarily through 

procedural quality. The study also identifies key underlying differences, particularly in 

scale and cultural homogeneity, that pose distinctive challenges for modern citizens’ 

assemblies. The thesis contributes a theoretically grounded framework for evaluating 

citizens’ assembly design, empirical support for the claim that deliberative capacity 

depends on sustained cultural practice rather than formal institutional design alone, and a 

demonstration of the value of cross-disciplinary comparison between hunter-gatherer tribes 

and contemporary deliberative institutions. 
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1.Introduction 
 

This thesis compares deliberation in hunter-gatherer societies (whenever I refer to hunter-

gatherer tribes I refer to the 3 selected groups, because obviously not all hunter-gatherer 

tribes share the same characteristics, this is true for the rest of the thesis) and citizens’ 

assemblies across five dimensions. A theoretical framework structures the comparison and 

justifies the selection of these dimensions. 

The aim is a well-founded comparison that can give us informed principles for improving 

deliberative processes in citizens’ assemblies (and, potentially, other mini-publics). Hunter-

gatherer societies are a useful starting point because they show successful deliberation, 

shaped by smaller scale, limited information systems, and an immediate-return socio-

economic structure (analysed later). The three selected groups are well-documented in the 

anthropological literature and widely regarded as egalitarian, which makes them suitable 

comparative cases. 

1.1 The Problem of Democratic Legitimacy in the Contemporary World 
 

In Europe and North America, trust in democratic institutions has eroded sharply in recent 

decades. The OECD finds that 44% of citizens in modern democracies report little or no 

trust in their national government (OECD, 2024a), and 53% feel that the political system 

does not let ordinary citizens influence how they are governed (OECD, 2024b). 

Citizens increasingly care whether decisions are made transparently, whether different 

voices are heard, and whether policies are discussed rather than pushed through. Several 

connected dynamics drive this. Elected officials are increasingly seen as remote or self-

serving rather than as genuine representatives (Karp & Nai, 2023). Winner-takes-all 

electoral logic intensifies adversarial polarisation and hardens partisan identities at the 

expense of shared judgement (Petrov, 2025), and recent debates have revived the older 

worry that citizens are free only at the moment of voting, with real power shifting 

permanently to representatives once elections are over (Democracy Journal, 2024). 

These changes pose a pressing question: how can democratic institutions generate 

collective decisions that citizens see as legitimate, inclusive, and responsive? 
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This thesis approaches the question through an interdisciplinary lens, suggesting that part 

of the answer may lie in the governance practices of small-scale hunter-gatherer societies 

or these societies can at least spark ideas for renewing modern democracy. Groups with 

limited exposure to large-scale information systems and industrial structures reflect a form 

of social organisation closer to fundamental human dispositions. Examining their practices, 

political organisation, and recurring behavioural patterns can therefore probably inform 

contemporary institutional design. 

The focus here is on egalitarian groups, whose more equal forms of deliberation offer 

clearer examples of inclusive decision-making in practice. This focus also introduces a 

limit: observed differences may stem not only from deliberative processes but from already 

egalitarian social organisation. It suggests that improving equality and inclusivity in modern 

societies may matter as much as redesigning deliberative procedures. Even in hunter-

gatherer groups, participation is not perfectly equal (children, for example, are often left 

out), yet lower power distance still enables smoother, more widely accepted deliberation. 

The aim of comparing these practices with modern citizens’ assemblies is to identify ways 

of making deliberation more effective and accessible while producing outcomes broadly 

satisfactory to participants. The thesis also asks whether the key insights lie not only in 

specific decision-making practices but in broader cultural features that foster more 

egalitarian conditions. 

1.2 Deliberative Democracy as a Response to the Legitimacy Problem 
 

Deliberative democracy emerged as a response to the problems of aggregative models, 

which reduce political decision-making to counting fixed preferences through majority 

voting. Deliberative theory rejects the assumption that preferences are static: it argues that 

they can change through reasoned discourse. The central normative claim is that political 

decisions gain legitimacy not solely from numerical majorities but from processes that give 

all stakeholders an equal opportunity to engage in reasoned discourse (Habermas, 1996).  

When citizens are given the opportunity and the right conditions to reason together, they 

tend to reach more considered, civic-minded decisions that transcend their initial individual 

preferences (Fishkin, 2018; Mansbridge et al., 2012).  
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A growing body of evidence from deliberative mini-publics confirms this: participants’ 

opinions shift, their reasoning becomes more complex, and their trust in institutions grows 

(Fishkin, 2018; OECD, 2020).  

1.3 Justification of Hunter-Gatherer Societies as Comparative Cases 
 

Comparing hunter-gatherer governance with contemporary deliberative systems requires 

methodological and theoretical justification. This thesis does not idealise small-scale 

societies, suggest that modern democracies should replicate them, or assume that practices 

from small tribes can be transferred wholesale to large political systems. Hunter-gatherer 

societies operate under conditions that differ from modern states: smaller populations, 

distinct resource constraints, and specific cultural norms. The comparative logic used here 

is more modest. Hunter-gatherer societies are examined as ethnographically documented 

examples of consensus-based governance in which deliberation and collective decision-

making can be observed directly. While they are often described in simplified terms as 

“primitive” or entirely “natural” systems, this characterization is misleading: their social 

organization reflects adaptive responses to a small group size, a highly constrained 

technological base, and ecological conditions that favour mobility and flexibility. They are 

consistently documented as having relatively low power distance and comparatively 

egalitarian social structures. These factors mean that, they provide valuable insight into how 

shared decision-making processes operate among humans, and how such processes can 

remain stable, functional, and broadly accepted by members of a community over time. 

Mini-publics have already been studied extensively for their institutional design; this thesis 

focuses instead on the underlying human needs, cultural conditions, and consensus-oriented 

mechanisms that support effective deliberation. Hunter-gatherer cases offer a view of 

deliberation as a more organically developed social practice, rather than as a feature 

embedded in already complex institutions. Participants in mini-publics deliberate within 

the institutional and cultural frameworks of the systems that raised them; their deliberation 

is shaped by pre-existing norms and serves as a supplement to representative democracy. 

Many hunter-gatherer societies rely on deliberation and consensus as their core mode of 

decision-making, without formal governance institutions. 
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For these reasons when citizens’ assemblies (as well documented forms of mini-publics’ 

deliberation) and hunter-gatherer societies are compared we can get valuable insights on 

how to refine modern deliberative democracy. Several features make these three hunter-

gatherer societies useful comparators. They organise themselves into groups of fifteen to 

fifty people, even when the larger tribe is bigger, which makes universal participation in 

important decisions possible (Woodburn, 1979; Boehm, 1999). This provides a chance to 

examine egalitarian deliberation in conditions uninfluenced by modern state institutions. 

Their systems have endured over very long periods, demonstrating robustness and 

flexibility; the Hadza of Tanzania, whose ancestors have lived in the Lake Eyasi Basin for 

tens of thousands of years, are among the oldest hunter-gatherer groups (UBC Wiki, 2019). 

The anthropological literature on these societies is rich and empirically grounded, enabling 

systematic comparison. The Ju/’hoansi, Hadza, and Mbuti, despite significant geographic 

and cultural differences, show striking similarities in how they establish and sustain 

egalitarian, consensus-driven governance (Wendt et al., 2025). 

1.4 Defining Consensus Decision-Making, the Goal of Deliberation 
 

Consensus decision-making, as used here, is distinct from majority voting. This thesis 

defines it as a process in which a group reaches a collectively binding decision through 

inclusive deliberative discussion: all members have an equal opportunity to contribute, no 

individual wields coercive authority over the outcome, and the resulting decision reflects a 

shared understanding that all participants can accept, whatever their level of enthusiasm 

(Boehm, 1999; Habermas, 1996). A widely accepted consensus-based decision is the 

ultimate goal of deliberation. 

1.5 Aim of the Thesis 
 

The thesis aims to identify the social mechanisms and institutional features that enable 

effective consensus-oriented deliberation in hunter-gatherer governance, and to investigate 

how the principles behind these mechanisms can inform the design and evaluation of 

contemporary deliberative institutions. The comparison focuses on citizens’ assemblies and 

hunter-gatherer tribes across five dimensions: (i) participation and equality of voice; (ii) 

deliberation quality and decision-making processes; (iii) authority and leadership 

structures; (iv) conflict resolution mechanisms; (v) legitimacy and acceptance of outcomes. 
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These five dimensions are not drawn from a single source but synthesised from deliberative 

democratic theory and political anthropology. They capture the main functional 

components shared by both systems, allowing a structured comparison across very different 

social contexts. 

2.Research Questions 
2.1 The Main Research Question 
 

What principles of consensus-oriented deliberative decision-making in hunter-gatherer 

societies can inform the design of modern deliberative democratic institutions, particularly 

citizens’ assemblies? 

This question is deliberately framed to combine an empirical aspect (what hunter-gatherer 

governance shows about the prerequisites for effective consensus) with a normative-

analytical one (what those prerequisites imply for the design and evaluation of modern 

deliberative institutions). It does not assume that hunter-gatherer methods can be transposed 

directly to contemporary settings; rather, it seeks principled insights that can be derived and 

applied in a defensible way. 

2.2 Sub-Questions 
 

Sub-Question 1: How is consensus decision-making practised in selected hunter-gatherer 

societies? 

The aim is a detailed, empirically grounded account of consensus governance in practice, 

providing the evidentiary base for the comparative analysis. 

Sub-Question 2: What similarities and differences exist between hunter-gatherer consensus 

governance and institutionalised deliberative democracy? 

This sub-question is the analytical core. Placing the two empirical accounts in dialogue, it 

identifies structural parallels and contrasts across the five thematic dimensions: (i) 

participation and equality of voice; (ii) deliberation quality and decision-making processes; 

(iii) authority and leadership; (iv) conflict resolution; and (v) legitimacy and acceptance of 

outcomes. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 
3.1 Overview and Logic of the Framework 
 

The comparative inquiry of this thesis cannot proceed without a strong theoretical core. It 

must, first, provide normative criteria against which decision-making in any setting 

(whether a Kalahari camp or a Dublin assembly hall) can be evaluated as deliberation rather 

than as some other kind of collective behaviour (bargaining, coordination, command). It 

must, second, provide explanatory concepts that account for the social, material, and 

political conditions under which those criteria are approximated. The framework therefore 

brings two complementary literatures together: deliberative democratic theory, which 

supplies the concepts of deliberation, and political anthropology, which supplies the 

cultural explanations of egalitarian governance in small-scale societies. 

From deliberative theory the framework draws on Habermas, Mansbridge, Dryzek, and 

Fishkin, four authors whose combined contributions cover the theoretical foundation of 

deliberation. From political anthropology the framework draws on Boehm, Woodburn, and 

Clastres, they help us understand the basics of an egalitarian society and what are the social 

conditions for deliberation.  

3.2 Deliberative Democratic Theory 
3.2.1 The Deliberative Turn 
 

Deliberative democratic theory developed in the 1980s and 1990s as a response to perceived 

problems/deficit in the dominant aggregative model of democracy. On the aggregative 

view, democracy is fundamentally a procedure for translating fixed individual preferences 

into collective decisions through voting; the quality of the conversation that precedes the 

vote is almost irrelevant. Deliberative theorists rejected this. Empirically, preferences are 

not stable inputs but are shaped, refined, and often transformed through discussion 

(Chambers, 2003; Fishkin, 2018). Normatively, a decision-making system that ignores the 

quality of public reasoning treats citizens as bundles of preferences rather than as reasoning 

agents and forfeits the form of legitimacy distinctive to democratic politics. According to 

deliberative theory legitimacy derives not only from majority sanction but from the 

conditions of public reasoning that precede and structure decision (Habermas, 1996; 

Mansbridge et al., 2012). 
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3.2.2 Habermas 
 

In The Theory of Communicative Action (1984), Habermas distinguishes two orientations 

to social interaction. Strategic action is success-oriented: participants treat one another as 

means to pre-given ends and seek to influence behaviour through power, incentive, or 

manipulation. Communicative action is understanding-oriented: participants raise validity 

claims (about truth, normative rightness, and sincerity) that are in principle redeemable 

through reasoned challenge and response, and they enter discussion genuinely open to being 

persuaded by the better argument. Only communicative action can produce the kind of 

mutual recognition that constitutes legitimate collective agreement. A process that 

resembles discussion but is structured by strategic interest, threat, or power asymmetry is 

not deliberation in Habermas’s sense, regardless of its formal characteristics. 

From this Habermas derives the ideal speech situation. It specifies the counterfactual 

conditions under which communicative action can generate rationally motivated 

agreement: (a) all competent speakers may participate; (b) anyone may introduce any claim 

or question any claim; (c) anyone may express attitudes, desires, and needs; (d) no speaker 

is prevented by internal or external coercion from exercising these rights; and (e) only the 

unforced force of the better argument shapes the outcome (Habermas, 1984; 1996). The 

ideal speech situation is not an empirical description of any actual conversation. Habermas 

presents it as a counterfactual standard implicit in everyday communicative practice and 

usable for diagnostic purposes: real institutions can be evaluated by what mechanisms they 

do or fail to do so. 

Habermas’s discourse principle states that “only those action norms are valid to which all 

potentially affected persons could agree as participants in rational discourses” (Habermas, 

1996, p. 107). For democratic politics the principle means: a law or political decision carries 

legitimacy only if those affected by it could (under conditions approaching the ideal speech 

situation) give their reasoned inputs. 

Habermas’s distinction between strategic and communicative action provides a qualitative 

test of deliberative quality (used in Dimension ii) that goes beyond the presence of 

discussion to ask whether participants are oriented to mutual understanding or to strategic 

advantage.  
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The discourse principle supplies the framework’s account of legitimacy (Dimension v): 

legitimacy is generated by the quality of reasoning rather than by numerical majority or 

imputed consent. The ideal speech situation’s emphasis on freedom from coercion and on 

the absence of authority-based deference structures the analysis of authority (Dimension 

iii). 

The ideal speech situation has been criticised for privileging formal-rational argumentation 

over emotional, narrative, and embodied modes of communication (Young, 2000); for 

assuming that participants can bracket the social asymmetries of education, gender, class, 

and ethnicity that structure who speaks and who is heard (Fraser, 1990); and for treating 

consensus as the regulative aim of deliberation in a way that may suppress legitimate 

persistent disagreement (Mouffe, 2000). 

3.2.3 Mansbridge 
 

Mansbridge and her co-authors in “A Systemic Approach to Deliberative Democracy” 

(Mansbridge et al., 2012), shift the unit of analysis from the individual deliberative forum 

to the deliberative system, defined as “a set of distinguishable, differentiated, but to some 

degree interdependent parts… that involves an interactive division of labour” (Mansbridge 

et al., 2012, p. 4). No single institution can satisfy all the demands of democratic discourse; 

what counts is whether the system performs the relevant functions. Mansbridge et al. (2012) 

identify three functions any deliberative system must distribute across its parts: an epistemic 

function, “to produce preferences, opinions, and decisions that are appropriately informed 

by facts and logic” (p. 11); an ethical function, “to promote mutual respect among citizens” 

(pp. 11–12); and a democratic function, “to promote an inclusive political process on terms 

of equality” (p. 12). The three functions are distinguishable but not separable: each 

contribute to a healthy deliberative system. 

The systemic frame enables a fair comparison across asymmetric cases. A small hunter-

gatherer group integrates deliberation, decision, and implementation in a single face-to-face 

setting; a modern citizens’ assembly is one component embedded in a much larger system 

whose other components determine whether its recommendations have political effect.  
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The systemic frame instead asks how each setting performs deliberative functions within 

the broader system that contains it. This is critical for Dimensions ii (deliberation quality), 

iii (authority and leadership), and v (legitimacy), each of which depends crucially on the 

relationship between the deliberating body and the political environment that surrounds and 

ratifies it. 

Mansbridge’s earlier essay “Everyday Talk in the Deliberative System” (Mansbridge, 

1999) extends the systemic conception to informal conversation, treating ordinary 

discussion in workplaces, homes, and public spaces as part of the deliberative system. This 

matters directly because hunter-gatherer deliberation is overwhelmingly informal 

(occurring around the fire, during foraging, in transit between camps) rather than confined 

to a separately marked deliberative event. 

3.2.4 Dryzek 
 

How should a deliberative system represent the plural and conflicting worldviews present 

in a complex society? Demographic representativeness is necessary but not sufficient. This 

is where I can use Dryzek’s contribution. 

A discourse is “a set of categories and concepts embodying specific assumptions, 

judgments, contentions, dispositions, and capabilities” (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008, p. 481). 

Contemporary democracies contain multiple competing discourses on every major issue. 

Each discourse organises evidence, defines what counts as a relevant consideration, and 

points to characteristic policy implications. Dryzek and Niemeyer (2008) argue that 

legitimate deliberative governance requires discursive representation: the deliberately 

structured inclusion of the discourses that constitute the relevant cleavages in the wider 

polity, not merely the inclusion of demographic categories. The concept of discursive 

supplies a substantive criterion for evaluating citizens’ assemblies that exceeds 

demographic representativeness.  

An assembly may be sociologically representative through stratified random sampling and 

yet fail to engage the discourses that organise public disagreement on its topic; its 

conclusions will then lack legitimacy from the standpoint of the wider polity even if its 

internal procedures are impeccable. The Irish Citizens’ Assembly’s careful curation of 

expert testimony from competing perspectives can be evaluated against this criterion 
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(Farrell et al., 2023). Discursive representation also disciplines Dimension iv (conflict 

resolution): genuine disagreement in modern societies is frequently disagreement about 

framing, not only about interests, and a deliberative process that does not surface and 

engage competing framings cannot resolve such conflict in a sustainable way. 

Dryzek’s framework specifies an important structural asymmetry between hunter-gatherer 

tribes and modern citizens’ assemblies. In small-scale, immediate-return societies, 

members share comparable material conditions, daily routines, and cosmological reference 

points; the range of discourses present is narrow and largely shared, and the work of 

discursive representation is performed by everyday co-presence rather than by deliberate 

selection. This is one reason why hunter-gatherer deliberation can proceed by extended 

consensus-seeking without first negotiating frame-level disagreement: the frames are 

largely shared at the outset. In modern, pluralistic, large-scale societies the situation is the 

reverse: discursive plurality is wide, and discursive representation must be engineered 

through selection, briefing, expert testimony, and facilitation (Dryzek, 2000). Dryzek’s 

framework thus operates as a bridging concept between the two contexts: it specifies what 

hunter-gatherer settings achieve as a precondition of their social form and what citizens’ 

assemblies must construct as a deliberate design problem. 

The narrower discursive base of hunter-gatherer deliberation is part of what makes 

consensus achievable in those settings; it is also what limits the directness with which 

hunter-gatherer mechanisms can be transposed to modern contexts. A reflexive comparison 

must keep this asymmetry in view: insights from hunter-gatherer practice apply to modern 

assemblies through the medium of mechanism translation, not through cultural replication. 

3.2.5 Fishkin 
 

Fishkin supplies the empirical demonstration that deliberative conditions can be produced 

under controlled conditions among ordinary citizens. Without this demonstration, the 

framework’s interest in extracting institutional implications from comparative analysis 

would be hard to motivate. 

Fishkin’s Deliberative Polling methodology, developed since 1988 and applied in over 160 

projects across more than 30 countries (Fishkin, 2009, 2018), operationalises deliberation 

through four conditions: (a) a representative sample of participants selected through random 
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sampling and demographic stratification; (b) balanced briefing materials reviewed by 

stakeholders representing diverse positions; (c) access to expert panels with competing 

views, addressed by participant-generated questions; and (d) small-group discussion led by 

trained moderators bound to neutrality. When these conditions are met, results across many 

projects are reasonably consistent: factual knowledge increases, opinions shift in directions 

correlated with information rather than with peer pressure, the integrative complexity of 

reasoning rises, and trust in democratic institutions tends to increase among participants 

(Fishkin, 2018; Jennstål, 2019; Fishkin & Mansbridge, 2017). 

Methodologically, his work provides the most carefully measured operationalisations of 

deliberative quality currently available, and the comparison draws on his categories, 

pre/post opinion change, knowledge gain, integrative complexity, perceived equality of 

participation, when assessing the Irish Citizens’ Assembly and other documented cases. 

The features Habermas identifies as normatively desirable can be institutionally established 

among ordinary citizens, and when they are, the quality of deliberation improves 

measurably along multiple dimensions. This is the empirical bridge that prevents the 

framework from reducing to philosophical aspiration. Fishkin deliberately distinguishes 

Deliberative Polling from consensus-oriented formats such as citizens’ assemblies, on the 

ground that “the social pressure to get a verdict or a consensus distorts the process” 

(Fishkin, 2018). Deliberative Polls capture individual considered opinions through 

confidential post-deliberation questionnaires; they do not require the group to produce a 

single recommendation.  

Citizens’ assemblies and hunter-gatherer deliberation are both consensus-oriented in a way 

that Fishkin treats with caution. The framework takes this caution seriously: Dimension v 

(legitimacy) explicitly considers whether consensus-oriented formats produce legitimacy 

through genuine convergence or through social pressure to converge, and how each setting 

distinguishes the two. Fishkin’s evidence is overwhelmingly from facilitated, time-bounded 

events among strangers; it does not directly speak to the very different conditions of long-

duration, community-embedded hunter-gatherer deliberation. Generalisations across the 

two settings must be made through mechanism translation rather than direct extrapolation. 
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3.2.6 What Deliberative Theory Supplies to the Framework 
 

Together the four scholars supply four distinct conceptual elements, none of which is 

dispensable. Habermas supplies the normative criterion of communicative rationality and 

the procedural-epistemic conception of legitimacy. Mansbridge supplies the systemic frame 

that permits fair comparison across asymmetric institutional settings and the three-function 

model of deliberative quality. Dryzek supplies the criterion of discursive representation and 

the bridging concept that explains a key structural asymmetry between the two contexts. 

Fishkin supplies the empirical demonstration that deliberative conditions are institutionally 

producible, and the operationalised measures used to evaluate the modern case. Together 

they constitute the deliberative side of the framework. 

3.3 Political Anthropology: The Conditions of Egalitarian Governance 
 

Political anthropology is required to explain the social, material, and political conditions 

under which deliberative criteria can be met. The cases on which the framework draws are 

immediate-return hunter-gatherer societies that the ethnographic and comparative literature 

consistently identifies as egalitarian: the Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari, the Hadza of northern 

Tanzania, and the Mbuti of the Ituri Forest.  

These cases are not representative of hunter-gatherers in general. The wider category 

includes delayed-return, complex hunter-gatherer societies (the Northwest Coast Salish, for 

example) with marked status differentiation, hereditary positions, and accumulated wealth 

(Angelbeck & Grier, 2012; Codding et al., 2021). The comparison restricts itself to 

immediate-return cases because they are the ethnographic settings in which consensus 

deliberation is most thoroughly documented and in which the underlying conditions of 

egalitarian governance are clearest. It is consistent with Wendt et al.’s (2025) cross-cultural 

synthesis, which identifies a coherent set of egalitarian-maintenance mechanisms across 

multiple immediate-return African groups. 

3.3.1 Why Hunter-Gatherer Governance Matters for Political Theory 
 

For approximately 95% of the existence of humans, we lived in small, mobile tribes. The 

archaeological and ethnographic converges on a long evolutionary background of largely 

egalitarian tribe organisation (Boehm, 1999; Woodburn, 1982). This does not license claims 
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about an original or natural human condition. It does support a more modest and analytically 

productive claim: the social practices, communicative dispositions, and political intuitions 

that support cooperative, consensus-oriented deliberation have been operating in human 

societies for long enough to be considered viable, well-developed configurations rather than 

thought experiments. Hunter-gatherer governance is therefore valuable to political theory 

as a case of small-scale egalitarian deliberative governance, extensively documented and 

functioning over long periods without state institutions, markets, or formal bureaucracies. 

Its analytical value lies in its capacity to make visible structural and cultural conditions of 

deliberation that are obscured in modern institutional settings. 

3.3.2 Boehm: Reverse Dominance and the Active Achievement of Equality 
 

Christopher Boehm’s central argument, developed across “Egalitarian Behavior and 

Reverse Dominance Hierarchy” (Boehm, 1993) and Hierarchy in the Forest (Boehm, 1999), 

is that egalitarianism is not the absence of hierarchy but a specific kind of hierarchy, 

actively produced and maintained by the group. Equality, on this view, is not a natural 

baseline that obtains once formal hierarchies are removed; it is an ongoing political 

accomplishment requiring continuous social effort. 

Humans, like our great-ape relatives, exhibit strong dispositions to form dominance 

hierarchies, and the comparative primatological and archaeological record indicates a long 

evolutionary background of alpha-individual dominance. Yet in mobile, immediate-return 

hunter-gatherer societies documented across the ethnographic record, durable dominance 

hierarchies are absent. The puzzle is how a species with strong hierarchical dispositions 

came to organise some of its societies anti-hierarchically. 

Boehm’s answer is the reverse dominance hierarchy. In an ordinary dominance hierarchy, 

a few high-ranking individuals dominate the rest. In a reverse dominance hierarchy, the 

majority acts collectively to dominate any individual who attempts to consolidate power, 

preventing the emergence of stable individual dominance. Egalitarian societies, in Boehm’s 

formulation, “amount to hierarchies in which the flow of power has reversed direction quite 

radically”: they are “a very special type of hierarchy, a curious type that is based on 

antihierarchical feelings” (Boehm, 1999). The collective enforcement runs through a 

graduated repertoire of socially sophisticated sanctions, ranging from public ridicule and 
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mockery (the well-documented practice of “insulting the meat” among the Ju/’hoansi being 

a paradigm case in which successful hunters are systematically downplayed); through 

teasing, criticism, and the deliberate downplaying of personal achievement; to ostracism, 

shunning, and, in extreme cases, banishment or, very rarely, execution (Boehm, 1993, 

pp. 230–231; Boehm, 1999). 

The argument’s analytical core is concise: “egalitarianism does not just happen” (Boehm, 

1999). It is the outcome of “a moralistic determination on the part of a local group’s main 

political actors that no one of its members should be allowed to dominate the others” 

(Boehm, 1993, p. 230). Three implications follow directly into the comparative framework. 

Equality is a process, not a state. This reframes Dimension i (Participation and equality of 

voice). The relevant question is what mechanisms operate continuously to prevent the 

conversion of informal differences (in education, confidence, articulacy, prior political 

experience) into deliberative dominance. The comparison can then ask, for citizens’ 

assemblies, whether stratified random selection, ground rules, small-group formats, and 

facilitator vigilance perform the work that reverse-dominance practices perform in hunter-

gatherer societies, and where they fall short. 

The mechanisms are largely informal and distributed. Reverse dominance operates through 

humour, criticism, peer pressure, and collective awareness rather than through written rules. 

Enforcement is distributed across the whole community; no single role bears the burden. 

This shifts the comparative question for Dimension iii (Authority and leadership) from 

“who facilitates?” to “what kind of distributed vigilance exists, and how is it produced?” It 

also bears directly on Dimension iv (Conflict resolution), since the same informal repertoire 

of teasing and ridicule that prevents domination is mobilised, in escalated forms, to manage 

conflict. 

Non-coercive authority requires continuous active maintenance. The non-coercive 

character of hunter-gatherer governance is not the simple absence of coercion but the 

presence of a specific kind of collective intervention against domination. Citizens’ 

assemblies that aspire to non-coercive deliberation must therefore ask not only what 

coercion they have removed but what active practices they have put in place to prevent its 

informal re-emergence through expertise, articulacy, or prior political capital. 
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Boehm’s argument has been criticised, that “reverse dominance” still describes a form of 

hierarchy and a form of group coercion, which complicates any easy reading of egalitarian 

societies as free from power asymmetry (Lewis, 2017).  

3.3.3 Woodburn: Immediate-Return Economies 
 

His contribution insists that egalitarian deliberation is not only a matter of norms or political 

will but is structurally linked to the kind of economy a society inhabits. This is essential for 

the framework’s critical edge: it forces honest reckoning with the question of whether 

modern institutional design can fully reproduce hunter-gatherer deliberative conditions in 

societies whose underlying economic structures actively generate the inequalities that 

egalitarian deliberation must resist. 

In “Egalitarian Societies” (Woodburn, 1982), Woodburn introduces the differences 

between immediate-return and delayed-return economies. In immediate-return economies, 

food and other necessities are consumed within a day or two of being obtained; there is 

minimal storage, no significant investment in long-term productive assets, and no 

significant accumulation of debt or obligation. People obtain food, share it across the camp, 

and start again the next day. No surplus accumulates, and therefore no material foundation 

exists for enduring economic inequality or for the conversion of advantage into long-term 

authority over others. 

Delayed-return economies, by contrast, depend on stored resources, long-term productive 

investments, and durable relationships of obligation, reciprocity, and debt. Such economies 

(including agricultural, pastoral, and industrial systems) generate accumulated assets that 

can be converted into political power, dependent followers, and hierarchical institutions. 

Woodburn argues that the historical correlation between delayed-return economies and 

stratified political institutions is not accidental: storage, debt, and accumulation are the 

material levers through which durable hierarchy is produced and reproduced (Woodburn, 

1982). In the three immediate-return cases on which this thesis focuses, the absence of 

storable surplus makes durable power differences structurally difficult: skill, age, charisma, 

or knowledge cannot easily be converted into long-term authority because there is no 

material lever (controlled resources, dependent followers) through which they could be 

exercised over time.  
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Woodburn captures the resulting political culture with the term assertive egalitarianism: a 

political culture in which individuals actively resist any attempt to convert personal 

advantages into lasting authority (Woodburn, 1982, pp. 431–432). The norms Boehm 

describes and the political culture Woodburn names are two faces of the same underlying 

material configuration: norms of anti-dominance are sustainable because, and partly 

because, the material conditions of dominance are absent. 

According to this the comparison cannot honestly treat the difference between hunter-

gatherer bands and modern citizens’ assemblies as a difference only in deliberative 

procedures. The participants in the two settings enter their respective deliberative processes 

from radically different material positions: hunter-gatherer participants enter as 

approximate material equals (in the institutional sense that none has the durable capacity to 

dominate the others), whereas citizens’ assembly participants enter from positions of 

pronounced material and educational inequality. Section 6 therefore evaluates how citizens’ 

assembly design compensates (or fails to compensate) for the material inequalities its 

participants bring with them, particularly under Dimensions i and iii. 

Woodburn’s argument supports one of the framework’s most demanding critical claims: 

that improving deliberation may require attention to its material preconditions, not only to 

its procedural design. Stratified random sampling and trained facilitation can mitigate 

inequality of voice inside the assembly hall; they cannot remove the educational, 

occupational, and confidence asymmetries with which participants arrive. This shapes the 

design implications drawn in Section 7. Boehm and Woodburn are thus mutually necessary: 

Boehm without Woodburn risks treating equality as purely cultural; Woodburn without 

Boehm risks treating it as purely material. Together they ground the framework’s account 

of the conditions under which egalitarian deliberation is sustained. 

3.3.4 Clastres: Society Against the State 
 

Pierre Clastres’s Society Against the State (1989) supplies a third angle, focused on the 

political philosophy implicit in non-state societies themselves. His contribution is twofold: 

he provides the strongest available challenge to evolutionary narratives that treat 

hierarchical political organisation as inevitable, and he supplies the ethnographic 

counterpart to Habermas’s normative ideal of non-coercive collective reasoning. 
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Clastres confronted the then-dominant anthropological view that stateless societies were 

“pre-political” or “underdeveloped” formations that had not yet acquired the institutional 

complexity of the state. His provocative claim, developed primarily from South American 

ethnography, is that many such societies are not merely without a state but are deliberately 

organised against one: their institutions, norms, and political practices are specifically 

configured to prevent the accumulation of coercive power and the emergence of a stratified 

ruling group. As he formulates it, “primitive societies are societies without a State because 

for them the State is impossible” (Clastres, 1989).  

Equality is not an evolutionary stage that precedes hierarchy; it is an active and ongoing 

political choice, sustained by specific institutional and normative mechanisms. The 

empirical core of Clastres’s argument is his analysis of the position of the chief in many 

Amerindian societies. The chief, he argues, occupies “a chief without power, and an 

institution, the chieftainship, that is a stranger to its essence, which is authority” (Clastres, 

1989). The chief “has no authority at his disposal, no power of coercion, no means of giving 

an order” (Clastres, 1989). His role is to speak well, to mediate, to give generously, and to 

persuade; his authority depends on continuing community recognition and dissolves the 

moment he attempts to command. The chief’s “obligation to speak [is] his infinite debt, the 

guarantee that prevents the man of speech from becoming a man of power” (Clastres, 1989). 

The institution of chieftainship is, on Clastres’s reading, a defensive structure built to absorb 

and dissipate the political function of leadership without permitting it to consolidate as 

power. 

Clastres supplies a political explanation for non-coercive authority that complements 

Boehm’s social-psychological and Woodburn’s economic accounts. Equality is not only 

culturally produced or materially conditioned but politically chosen; the chieftainship is 

institutionally structured to defuse the possibility of coercive authority. This directly 

underwrites Dimension iii (Authority and leadership): the comparative question for 

citizens’ assemblies becomes whether facilitators, expert witnesses, and commissioning 

bodies are structured analogously (powerful only through persuasion, dependent on 

continuing group recognition) or whether they reproduce more conventional command-

style authority through informal channels. 
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He also provides the strongest empirical convergence with Habermas’s normative ideal that 

the anthropological literature offers. Both maintain that legitimate collective authority is 

not a property of individuals or institutions but emerges from inclusive, reasoned interaction 

in which no participant’s pre-existing power dictates the outcome. 

Clastres’s argument has a sharp critical edge directly relevant to citizens’ assemblies. If 

non-coercive authority requires active political resistance to its consolidation, not merely 

the formal absence of coercion, then assemblies that simply designate facilitators as 

“neutral” and experts as “advisory” may not have done enough. 

3.3.5 What Political Anthropology Supplies to the Framework 
 

Boehm, Woodburn, and Clastres together do three kinds of work that deliberative theory 

cannot do on its own. They explain the social mechanisms (Boehm) by which dominance 

is prevented; they specify the material conditions (Woodburn) that limit the convertibility 

of advantage into authority; and they articulate the political logic (Clastres) by which non-

coercive authority is institutionally sustained. The three accounts are mutually reinforcing 

and jointly necessary. They convert the deliberative-theoretical criteria of Section 3.2 into 

a structurally grounded account of the conditions under which those criteria can be met, and 

they discipline the comparison against both naive optimism (assuming modern institutions 

can simply replicate hunter-gatherer practices) and excessive pessimism (denying that 

comparative learning is possible at all). 

3.4 From Theory to Dimensions 
 

The five dimensions structuring Section 6 are deduced from the theory, each dimension 

corresponds to a specific normative requirement of deliberation, identified within the 

deliberative-theoretical literature, and to a specific set of empirical-structural mechanisms 

by which that requirement is met or fails to be met, identified within political anthropology. 

The derivation is summarised below; the analysis in Section 6 follows the same logical 

sequence. 

Dimension i, Participation and equality of voice: It is anchored in Habermas’s ideal 

speech situation, which requires that all affected parties may speak freely and that 

contributions are evaluated on their merits rather than by speaker status (Habermas, 1996, 



 

 

 20 

p. 107). Mansbridge’s democratic function (an inclusive process on terms of equality) 

sharpens the requirement. Boehm’s reverse-dominance mechanisms and Clastres’s chief-

without-power describe how this condition is actively produced in small-scale societies; 

Fishkin’s stratified random sampling and Dryzek’s discursive representation are the 

principal modern institutional analogues. Without this dimension, the deliberative quality 

assessed in Dimension ii would be evaluated in a setting that pre-emptively excludes some 

perspectives. 

Dimension ii, Deliberation quality and decision-making process: This draws on 

Habermas’s distinction between communicative and instrumental rationality, on 

Mansbridge’s three-function model (epistemic, ethical, democratic), and on Fishkin’s 

operationalised measures of deliberative quality (knowledge gain, opinion shift, integrative 

complexity). It asks not whether discussion occurs but whether participants engage in 

reasoned, good-faith exchange oriented to mutual understanding. The anthropological 

literature describes a methodically extended, consensus-oriented, closure-resistant mode of 

deliberation that approximates communicative rationality as a descriptive, not merely 

normative, category (Venkataraman, 2024; Boehm, 1999).  

Dimension iii, Authority and leadership structure: This dimension is most directly 

addressed by Clastres and Boehm. Both centre the question of how legitimate authority is 

constituted in non-coercive societies: Clastres through the chief’s discursive rather than 

commanding power, Boehm through reverse dominance as the mechanism that prevents 

authority concentration. Habermas’s discourse principle requires the absence of “the 

unforced force” of any factor other than the better argument, which makes the structure of 

authority an internal requirement of deliberative legitimacy. The corresponding modern 

question is whether facilitators, expert witnesses, and commissioning bodies in citizens’ 

assemblies reproduce or constrain the kind of facilitative, persuasion-based leadership the 

anthropological literature identifies as compatible with egalitarian deliberation (OECD, 

2020).  

Dimension iv, Conflict resolution mechanisms: This dimension links Mansbridge’s view 

that conflict is a normal and distributed feature of deliberative systems with ethnographic 

accounts of how hunter-gatherer societies manage disagreement (Boehm, 1999; 
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Butovskaya, 2013; Turnbull, 1961). Dryzek’s notion of competing discourses is essential 

here, since conflict in modern societies frequently reflects different framings of an issue 

rather than only competing interests; resolution requires engagement with framing, not 

merely negotiation between fixed positions. The dimension asks how each setting allows 

conflict to be expressed and channelled without suppression or breakdown. It is analytically 

necessary because a deliberative process that manages disagreement by silencing it fails the 

democratic function; the legitimacy of consensus depends on the quality of the conflict it 

has absorbed. 

Dimension v, Legitimacy and acceptance of outcomes: It most directly connects the two 

halves of the framework. Habermas’s discourse principle establishes that legitimacy is 

procedural-epistemic: an outcome carries authority to the extent that it results from a 

process meeting the conditions of free and equal deliberation (Habermas, 1996, p. 107). 

Fishkin’s empirical findings on opinion shift and “losers’ consent” provide operationalised 

tests (Blais et al., 2024; Fishkin, 2018). The anthropological literature complicates the 

procedural account by showing that, in hunter-gatherer societies, acceptance is inseparable 

from the social embedding of the deliberative process: decisions are accepted not only 

because procedures were fair but because the community has a shared stake in the norms 

governing them (Venkataraman, 2024; Boehm, 1999).  

The five dimensions are jointly exhaustive of the framework in the sense that each major 

theoretical resource (Habermas’s discourse principle, Mansbridge’s three functions, 

Dryzek’s discursive representation, Fishkin’s operational conditions, Boehm’s reverse 

dominance, Woodburn’s immediate-return structure, Clastres’s chief-without-power) is 

mobilised under at least one dimension and connects clearly to at least one other. They are 

jointly non-redundant in the sense that no dimension can be reduced to another: a setting 

may perform well on participation but poorly on conflict resolution, well on authority but 

poorly on legitimacy, and the comparative analysis must surface such patterns rather than 

averaging them away. Other dimensions could in principle be added (epistemic accuracy, 

scalability, durability of outcomes) but the five chosen are the minimum set sufficient to 

operationalise the theoretical framework for the cases at hand. 
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3.5 Takeaways and the Standing Argument 
 

Some takeaways recur throughout the analysis that follows. The distinction between 

deliberation as procedure and deliberation as social practice: deliberative quality cannot be 

reduced to the presence of formal rules but depends on the cultural, economic, and 

normative conditions that make substantive deliberation possible. The framework therefore 

treats institutional design and social conditions as analytically separable but practically 

inseparable. The concept of active egalitarianism: equal participation is not a default that 

obtains once formal hierarchies are removed but a political achievement requiring 

continuous social effort. This reframes the comparative question from “are hunter-gatherer 

societies naturally deliberative?” to “what mechanisms sustain deliberative equality, and do 

analogous mechanisms operate in citizens’ assemblies?” The systemic dimension 

introduced by Mansbridge: neither hunter-gatherer governance nor citizens’ assemblies can 

be adequately evaluated in isolation from the wider social and political system. For citizens’ 

assemblies in particular, the relationship between the mini-public and the broader political 

environment (in terms of agenda-setting, output authority, and social trust) matters as much 

as internal design. 

The convergence between Clastres’s ethnographic observation and Habermas’s normative 

ideal, that legitimate collective authority arises from inclusive, reasoned interaction rather 

than from any participant’s pre-existing power; establishes the standing argument of this 

thesis: the Habermasian ideal speech situation is not merely a philosophical aspiration but 

a configuration certain human societies have created through specific social mechanisms, 

and an analytically disciplined understanding of those mechanisms offers concrete insight 

into the design and evaluation of contemporary deliberative institutions. The argument is 

comparative, not prescriptive: it does not propose that modern democracies should imitate 

hunter-gatherer societies, but that an understanding of what makes consensus governance 

work in any setting illuminates what is at stake in deliberative institutional design today. 
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4. Research Design 
4.1 Overview: A Qualitative Comparative Design 
 

This thesis uses a qualitative comparative design. Its primary objective is to identify the 

mechanisms that enable effective consensus-oriented deliberation and to assess their 

relevance across two very different institutional contexts. 

4.2 The Approach 
 

Hunter-gatherer deliberation and modern citizens’ assembly deliberation are compared 

along five thematic dimensions: (i) participation and equality of voice; (ii) deliberation 

quality and decision-making processes; (iii) authority and leadership structures; (iv) conflict 

resolution mechanisms; (v) legitimacy and acceptance of outcomes. These dimensions are 

derived from the theoretical framework above and structure the analytical core of the thesis. 

4.3 Justification of the Qualitative Comparative Approach 
 

Qualitative comparative analysis suits the complexity and context-specific nature of these 

social processes. Its purpose here is not statistical generalisation from a small number of 

cases but analytical generalisation: conceptual insights that travel beyond the specific cases 

studied (Boswell & Corbett, 2015). The focus is on mechanisms rather than outcomes, and 

on theoretically meaningful comparison rather than statistical inference. 

4.4 Scope and Limitations of the Research Design 
 

The thesis does not attempt to survey all hunter-gatherer societies. It concentrates on three 

well-documented immediate-return societies (Ju/‘hoansi, Hadza, and Mbuti) that the cross-

cultural literature consistently identifies as examples of egalitarian consensus governance 

(Wendt et al., 2025). Likewise, it does not cover all deliberative mini-public formats but 

focuses on citizens’ assemblies as the most well-documented type, with the Irish case as 

the primary example. These scope limits constrain generalisability.  

The insights developed here apply most directly to face-to-face citizens’ assemblies and to 

small-scale, immediate-return hunter-gatherer communities. They may be relevant to other 

forms of deliberative governance and to other small-scale societies but demonstrating that 

requires further study. 
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A further feature of the design, rather than a limitation in the usual sense, concerns the 

bounded scope of the comparison. Hunter-gatherer governance and citizens’ assemblies 

differ in the institutional environments in which they sit. In the forager cases the deliberative 

forum is itself the governing institution, whereas the modern assembly is one component 

of a wider representative system. No defensible cross-context comparison is possible 

between a self-implementing forum and an advisory body embedded in a representative 

state, so the thesis does not attempt one. The comparison is purposely limited to the 

deliberative-forum level: how each setting organises participation, deliberation, authority, 

conflict, and the recognition of legitimate outcomes within the bounded space of the 

decision-making process itself.  

The five dimensions provide a consistent analytical lens across both settings within those 

bounds, and hunter-gatherer societies remain analytically valuable because they offer some 

of the closest available approximations to egalitarian, consensus-based decision-making in 

human social history. Another limitation concerns the five-dimensional model itself. There 

is no established consensus that these five dimensions are the definitive way to compare 

deliberative systems. They were developed from the theoretical framework to serve this 

study’s specific aims. Other dimensions could be added, and a more extensive model might 

yield more nuanced results. Within the time and length constraints of this thesis, five 

dimensions are sufficient for a structured and meaningful comparison and provide enough 

analytical depth to support careful conclusions about the design of modern citizens’ 

assemblies. 
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5. Methods and Data 
5.1 Methodological Approach: Qualitative Analysis of Secondary Sources 
 

The thesis uses a systematic qualitative analysis of secondary sources: ethnographic 

literature, theoretical texts, empirical studies of deliberative mini-publics, and institutional 

case studies, organised through the conceptual model and research design set out above. 

This is appropriate given the research questions. Primary fieldwork in hunter-gatherer 

societies is not feasible within the constraints of a thesis, and the existing ethnographic 

literature is comprehensive enough to provide a solid empirical foundation. The principal 

institutional case, the Irish Citizens’ Assembly, has likewise generated a substantial corpus 

of government publications, academic research, and OECD assessments that supports 

systematic secondary analysis. Secondary-source comparative analysis is a well-established 

methodology in comparative political science and political anthropology when the aim is 

to identify underlying patterns and enabling conditions rather than gather new empirical 

data (Boswell & Corbett, 2015). 

5.2 Data Sources 
5.2.1 Ethnographic Literature on Hunter-Gatherer Societies 
 

The first category includes ethnographic accounts of the Ju/’hoansi, Hadza, and Mbuti, 

alongside comparative anthropological frameworks. 

For the Ju/’hoansi the principal sources are the ethnographies of Megan Biesele and George 

Silberbauer, as synthesised in Venkataraman (2024), together with Woodburn’s (1982) 

comparative analysis of immediate-return egalitarianism and Boehm’s Hierarchy in the 

Forest (1999), which provides the reverse-dominance framework. For the Hadza the main 

sources are Woodburn’s “Minimal Politics” (1979), based on fieldwork from 1958–1967, 

the University of Sheffield’s Culture and Mind project (Sheffield Culture and Mind Project, 

2024), and an analysis of Hadzabe land and governance practices (UBC Wiki, 2019). For 

the Mbuti the main sources are Colin Turnbull’s The Forest People (1961), Jerome Lewis’s 

chapter on egalitarian organisation among the Mbendjele BaYaka (Lewis, 2017), and 

broader comparative ethnography of Congo Basin hunter-gatherers. The cross-cultural 

thematic analysis of egalitarian maintenance mechanisms across four African hunter-

gatherer groups by Wendt et al. (2025) supplements these case-specific sources. 



 

 

 26 

5.2.2 Political Science Literature on Deliberative Democracy and Mini-Publics 
 

The second category covers theoretical and empirical literature on deliberative democracy 

and mini-publics. Theoretical works include Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action 

(1984) and Between Facts and Norms (1996); Dryzek’s Deliberative Democracy and 

Beyond (2000) and subsequent work on discursive representation (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 

2008); Mansbridge et al.’s Deliberative Systems (2012); and Fishkin’s When the People 

Speak (2009) and Democracy When the People Are Thinking (2018). Empirical studies of 

mini-publics include analyses of the Irish Citizens’ Assembly’s impact on opinion 

formation and policy (Farrell et al., 2023; Suiter et al., 2016), together with broader work 

on assembly design, deliberative quality, and political legitimacy, including evidence on 

trust effects (Grönlund et al., 2018). 

5.2.3 Institutional Case Studies: Irish Citizens’ Assembly and OECD Reports 
 

The Irish Citizens’ Assembly (2016–2018) is the principal institutional case. Source 

materials include official reports and recommendations as analysed in the academic 

literature (Courant, 2021; Smith, 2019), the OECD’s Innovation in Public Sector profile of 

the Assembly (OECD, 2019), and the OECD’s Innovative Citizen Participation and New 

Democratic Institutions: Catching the Deliberative Wave (2020), which documents nearly 

300 representative deliberative practices. The OECD’s Evaluation Guidelines for 

Representative Deliberative Processes (2021) supplies good-practice criteria for design 

choices. 

5.3 Analytical Strategy: Structured Thematic Comparison 
 

The analytical strategy is a structured thematic comparison organised around the five 

dimensions derived in Section 3.4. The theoretical framework (Section 3) specifies which 

structural features make consensus deliberation possible: equality of voice (Habermas, 

1996; Boehm, 1999), reasoned discussion oriented to mutual understanding (Habermas, 

1996; Mansbridge et al., 2012), facilitative rather than coercive authority (Clastres, 1989; 

Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008), non-hierarchical conflict management (Boehm, 1999; 

Mansbridge et al., 2012), and procedurally generated legitimacy (Habermas, 1996; Fishkin, 

2018). The methodology operationalises each of these features as a dimension with explicit 



 

 

 27 

indicators, observable in both the anthropological and the contemporary record. The 

empirical analysis (Section 6) then asks whether structurally analogous mechanisms appear 

in each case, what institutional form they take, and how well they perform their functional 

role. This logic is summarised in Table 1below: 

Table 1 Theory–Methodology–Dimension Mapping 

 

Dimension 

Principal 

theoretical 

anchors 

Core analytical 

concept 

Empirical 

indicators 

(HG* cases) 

Empirical 

indicators (Irish 

CA*) 

i. 

Participation 

& Equality of 

Voice 

Habermas 

(1996, p. 107); 

Boehm 

(1999); 

Woodburn 

(1982) 

Conditions 

enabling equal 

substantive 

participation 

Assertive 

egalitarian 

norms; 

sanctions 

against 

dominance; 

open assembly 

access 

Stratified random 

selection; small-

group design; 

facilitator 

protection of 

quieter voices 

ii. 

Deliberation 

Quality 

Habermas 

(1996); 

Mansbridge et 

al. (2012, pp. 

11–12); 

Fishkin (2018) 

Reasoned, 

iterative 

discussion 

oriented to 

mutual 

understanding 

Multi-round, 

iterative talk; 

norms of 

speaking in 

turn; gradual 

convergence 

Evidence of 

preference change; 

expert input; 

structured rounds 

of small-group and 

plenary discussion 
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Dimension 

Principal 

theoretical 

anchors 

Core analytical 

concept 

Empirical 

indicators 

(HG* cases) 

Empirical 

indicators (Irish 

CA*) 

iii. Authority 

& Leadership 

Clastres 

(1989); 

Boehm 

(1999); 

Dryzek & 

Niemeyer 

(2008) 

Facilitative, 

non-coercive 

authority 

“Chiefs without 

power”; 

sapiential 

authority based 

on competence 

Professional 

facilitators; 

commissioning 

bodies; relation 

between assembly 

and political 

institutions 

iv. Conflict 

Resolution 

Boehm 

(1999); 

Turnbull 

(1961); 

Mansbridge 

(1983) 

Non-

hierarchical 

management of 

disagreement 

Ridicule, 

humour, 

gossip, exit, 

fission 

Ground rules; 

mediation 

protocols; designed 

protection of 

minority positions 

v. Legitimacy 

of Outcomes 

Habermas 

(1996); 

Fishkin 

(2018); Owen 

& Smith 

(2015) 

Legitimacy 

generated 

through 

procedural 

quality and 

acceptance 

Visible 

recognition of 

consensus; 

option of exit; 

community 

acceptance 

Reported 

acceptance of 

outcomes; 

downstream 

referendum 

legitimation; 

survey evidence on 

public trust 

Source: Own edit, compiled based on the sources mentioned in the table, 2026 

*HG= Hunter-Gatherer Tribes 

*Irish CA= Irish Citizens’ Assembly 
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5.4 Connecting Hunter-Gatherer Findings to Modern Institutional Design 
 

The most demanding part of the comparison is connecting anthropological insights about 

small-scale communities to practical implications for modern deliberative institutions. The 

connection must avoid both naive reductionism (copying hunter-gatherer practices directly) 

and excessive scepticism (denying that any cross-context learning is possible). Each hunter-

gatherer practice is interpreted through the mechanism it embodies (the social logic or 

functional principle it fulfils) rather than as a practice to be replicated culturally. 

For example, the Ju/‘hoansi norm that leaders abstain from expressing opinions early in a 

discussion is translated into a mechanism for protecting the independence of early 

contributions from authority bias. That mechanism matters for modern facilitation design 

regardless of its cultural form. The analysis then asks whether an equivalent mechanism 

exists in contemporary citizens’ assembly design and how well it works in the very different 

social environment of a modern deliberative forum. 

5.5 Transparency, Replicability, and Methodological Integrity 
 

The methodology is designed to be transparent and, within the limits of qualitative research, 

replicable. The theoretical framework and analytical categories are stated explicitly in 

Section 3. Case selection reflects principled choices about analytical focus, and the limits 

of those choices for generalisability are openly acknowledged. The five theoretically 

specified dimensions provide a consistent structure across the comparison. 

5.6 Use of AI 
 

AI was used to rephrase passages where I could not express my ideas clearly because 

English is not my native language and the required academic tone was at times difficult to 

achieve and was used to correct grammatical errors and ensure smoother reading flow. It 

was also used to summarise parts of the literature review and to help identify relevant 

sources for the theoretical framework. Its use was limited to language refinement, 

summarisation, and source identification. All theoretical interpretations, arguments, and 

analytical structures remain my own. 
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6. Empirical Cases and Five-Dimension Comparative Analysis 
 

This section brings the theoretical framework into contact with empirical evidence. It first 

introduces the four cases used in the comparison, three hunter-gatherer societies (the 

Ju/‘hoansi, Hadza, and Mbuti) and one modern deliberative institution (the Irish Citizens’ 

Assembly, 2016–2018), and then proceeds through the five analytical dimensions 

established in Section 3: participation and equality of voice, deliberation quality, authority 

and leadership, conflict resolution, and legitimacy. 

Within each dimension, evidence from the ethnographic cases and from the Irish Assembly 

(supplemented by the broader OECD comparative record) is discussed together, so that the 

analysis moves continuously between theory, anthropological case material, and modern 

institutional evidence rather than treating them as separate compartments. 

6.1 The Cases 
6.1.1 The Ju/’hoansi: Sapiential Authority and Deliberative Norms 
 

The Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari Desert are among the most extensively documented hunter-

gatherer groups, with ethnographic accounts by Biesele and Silberbauer synthesised in 

Venkataraman’s (2024) recent study. Decisions on camp movement, resource allocation, 

and interpersonal conflict typically begin as informal exchanges between neighbours and 

then move into open community discussion in which all adults are expected to speak. 

Biesele records a principle that withholding opinions is socially dangerous: silence is 

treated as a potential cause of community illness, and broad participation is therefore 

socially required. Leadership within these discussions is transient and tied to recognised 

competence rather than role. Those whose voice carries authority are expected to refrain 

from expressing opinions early, so as not to anchor the views of those still to speak; what 

Biesele terms sapiential authority: authority derived from recognised wisdom, exercised by 

facilitating rather than directing the group’s reasoning. This pattern closely resembles, in a 

small-scale setting, the normative conditions that deliberative democratic theorists associate 

with rational discourse (Habermas, 1996; Fishkin, 2018). 
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6.1.2 The Hadza: Minimal Politics and Fluid Authority 
 

The Hadza of northern Tanzania exemplify what Woodburn (1979) called “minimal 

politics”. Camps of roughly twenty to thirty people are fluid, with composition shifting 

seasonally as individuals and families use their freedom of movement. There is no formal 

leadership at camp or tribal level; decisions about camp location, foraging, and 

interpersonal conflict are handled through informal discussion among adults. Influence 

depends on demonstrated experience, generosity, and respect: elders are listened to but 

cannot command. As Clastres (1989) argued more generally, the “chief” advises but does 

not order. Woodburn’s analysis of immediate-return economies highlights how mobility 

itself functions as a institutional check on dominance: anyone dissatisfied with a decision 

can simply join another camp, which makes consensus structurally necessary. This 

corresponds directly to a design intuition of deliberative mini-publics: the value of a 

recommendation depends on the genuine acceptance of those subject to it. 

6.1.3 The Mbuti: Conflict Resolution Through Social Creativity 
 

Turnbull’s (1961) ethnography of the Mbuti of the Ituri Forest offers a third angle: the 

management of conflict in an egalitarian society without coercive authority. Turnbull 

describes the “camp clown”, whose use of humour, mime, and exaggerated foolishness 

defuses tensions before they escalate, redirecting collective attention from a personalised 

quarrel to shared laughter. The Mbuti case generalises an important point: in societies 

without enforceable power, conflict regulation depends on social technologies. Humour, 

ridicule directed at the conflict rather than the person, avoidance, and structured communal 

discussion, that preserve relationships while allowing disagreement to surface. These 

functions are analogous to the facilitation techniques used in modern citizens’ assemblies 

to sustain civil engagement among participants with sharply opposed views. 

6.1.4 Citizens’ Assemblies and the Irish Case (2016–2018) 
 

Citizens’ assemblies are deliberative mini-publics: groups of citizens selected by stratified 

random sampling to deliberate over multiple sessions on a defined policy issue and produce 

collective recommendations (OECD, 2020). They differ from standard consultation in three 

ways: representative random selection rather than self-selection; structured, multi-session 
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deliberation with balanced information and professional facilitation; and a formal political 

mandate linking recommendations to policy or referendum processes. The OECD’s 

Catching the Deliberative Wave (2020) documented nearly 300 representative deliberative 

practices, evidencing a sustained expansion since the 1980s and acceleration after 2010 in 

the use of such assemblies for difficult issues; climate, constitutional reform, drug policy, 

healthcare. 

The Irish Citizens’ Assembly of 2016–2018 is the most extensively documented case 

(Courant, 2021; Smith, 2019). One hundred citizens, randomly selected to reflect the 

population, deliberated over several months on five themes, the most prominent being the 

constitutional ban on abortion under the Eighth Amendment. The Assembly recommended 

repeal by 64%; in the subsequent national referendum, 66% of voters chose repeal. The 

near-identical figures are widely cited as evidence that under appropriate conditions. 

Representative selection, balanced information, professional facilitation, and structured 

deliberation, a mini-public can produce recommendations that are both deliberatively 

justified and aligned with the considered judgement of the wider public (Courant, 2021). 

6.2 Dimension 1, Participation and Equality of Voice 
 

The theoretical anchors of this dimension can be made explicit. Habermas (1996, p. 107) 

requires that every speaker capable of communicative action be entitled to participate; 

Boehm (1999) and Woodburn (1982, pp. 431–432) treat such equality as an active social 

production. The dimension therefore tests whether each case secures substantive rather than 

nominal equality of voice and through what mechanisms. 

Participation and equal voice are the first conditions of any consensus governance, since 

the value of the other dimensions depends on whether all participants can engage on 

substantively equal terms. As Mansbridge et al. (2012, pp. 11–12) emphasise, meaningful 

participation requires real equality of influence. 

In immediate-return hunter-gatherer societies, equality of voice is actively produced by a 

network of interlocking practices rather than by formal rule (Boehm, 1999; Woodburn, 

1982). Among the Ju/’hoansi, decisions emerge through long open discussions in which all 

adults are expected to speak; reciprocity and mutual respect, not assigned speaking turns, 

govern participation, and anyone who attempts to dominate is corrected by the group. 
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Venkataraman (2024) describes this as epistemic egalitarianism: no individual is assumed 

to hold exclusive authority over knowledge, and the strength of an argument outweighs the 

social standing of the speaker. Thomson et al. (2025) confirm similar patterns across 

multiple African hunter-gatherer groups, where leaders guide consensus-building rather 

than impose it. 

Several mechanisms sustain this equality. Residential mobility acts as a structural check: 

those who are excluded or dominated can leave for another band, so persistent exclusion is 

not a stable strategy, and high mobility itself reinforces sharing and cooperation by raising 

the cost of free-riding (Boehm, 1999; Grey, 2011; Lewis et al., 2014). Sharing norms 

prevent the accumulation of material or epistemic capital that could translate into 

disproportionate influence (Woodburn, 1982, pp. 431–432). Reverse-dominance 

mechanisms (teasing, ridicule, social exclusion, and in extreme cases expulsion) serve as 

community-level sanctions against would-be dominators (Boehm, 1993, pp. 230–231; 

1999). The practice of mocking a successful hunter on his return is a vivid example: an 

institutionalised convention that prevents success in one domain from converting into 

authority in another. The structural function is clear, and it maps directly onto the modern 

design problem of preventing wealth, status, or political experience from translating into 

disproportionate influence inside a deliberative forum. 

Citizens’ assemblies pursue equality through two principal mechanisms: sortition and 

structured facilitation. Stratified random selection (covering age, gender, education, region, 

and political orientation) is intended to remove self-selection bias and electoral filtering, 

producing a body that descriptively resembles the wider population (OECD, 2020; 

Gąsiorowska, 2023). Where hunter-gatherer bands achieve open access by virtue of small 

scale, sortition reconstructs an equivalent inclusivity by statistical means. Yet sortition 

alone cannot equalise the experience of participation: more articulate, more politically 

experienced, or more confident members tend to dominate discussion if left unmanaged 

(Mansbridge & McCoy, 2016; Germann et al., 2024). This is the function of professional 

facilitation: trained facilitators allocate speaking time, draw in quieter participants, restrain 

dominant voices, and maintain civility (OECD, 2020; Renwick, 2021). Renwick’s (2021) 

account confirms that facilitation quality is the single most important determinant of 

whether internal dynamics reflect the formal equality of the design. 
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Both hunter-gatherer tribes and citizens’ assemblies rest on the principle that legitimate 

collective decisions require substantively equal participation, not merely formal 

opportunity. Hunter-gatherer societies sustain equality through an ambient, distributed 

network of social practices that the entire community enforces. Citizens’ assemblies depend 

on professionalised, time-bounded substitutes for those practices and operate within a wider 

society in which structural inequalities of education, confidence, and political experience 

persist. The most demanding challenge for participatory equality (who is socially entitled 

to speak and whose arguments are taken seriously) is determined well before the assembly 

convenes, in conditions the institution cannot itself regulate (Mansbridge et al., 2012). 

The ethnographic record on equality of voice rests primarily on adult participation; 

underlying exclusions (of children for example, and in some cases gendered exclusions in 

particular ritual or decision domains) are documented but uneven across groups (Endicott, 

1999). The reverse-dominance argument is also contested: Lewis (2017) cautions that some 

practices read as anti-hierarchical may be better explained as immediate-return dispositions 

rather than as deliberate political constraint. 

6.3 Dimension 2, Deliberation Quality 
 

Habermas (1996, p. 107) sets the discourse principle as a standard of reasoned, argument-

responsive exchange; Mansbridge et al. (2012, pp. 11–12) define deliberative quality 

through epistemic, ethical, and democratic functions; Fishkin (2018, pp. 38–58) 

operationalises four conditions, balanced information, substantive balance, 

conscientiousness, and equal consideration. The dimension thus measures the structural 

support for reasoned discussion. 

Deliberative quality denotes the degree to which a decision-making process satisfies the 

norms of reasoned, respectful, argument-responsive discourse oriented to the common good 

rather than mere preference aggregation (Habermas, 1996; Dryzek, 2010; Fishkin, 2018). 

In hunter-gatherer societies, the design-level absence of coercive authority makes 

deliberative quality functionally necessary. Venkataraman (2024) observes that Ju/’hoansi 

deliberation is oriented to the most defensible conclusion rather than the most forcefully 

voiced position: because decisions cannot be imposed, participants are strongly incentivised 

to make the most compelling argument, acknowledge uncertainty, and engage 
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counterarguments (Boehm, 1999; Clastres, 1989). High-stakes deliberations often take a 

long time: Venkataraman (2024) documents a Ju/’hoansi social conflict that was resolved 

over months of iterative discussion rather than by a single vote, with the aim being a 

workable settlement; a striking parallel to the deliberative ideal of reasoned agreement 

(Habermas, 1996; Dryzek, 2010). Turnbull (1961) describes a similar pattern among the 

Mbuti, with extended evening discussion around the fire, no fixed agenda, free-flowing 

iteration, and the explicit expectation that dissent be voiced and engaged before the group 

moves on. 

Empirical research on citizens’ assemblies shows that structured deliberation can 

substantially improve the quality of participants’ reasoning over comparatively short 

periods. Dryzek et al. (2019) find that deliberative quality rises during assembly 

proceedings, but the gain is highly sensitive to facilitation conditions. Jennstål (2019), using 

the Integrative Complexity Scale, finds that participants in a Swedish mini-public exhibit a 

marked rise in cognitive complexity over the course of deliberation, indicating genuine 

engagement with opposing views rather than mere repetition of prior opinions. 

The Irish Assembly illustrates these dynamics in practice. Participants received balanced, 

expert-curated briefings on abortion and climate policy and engaged in structured small-

group discussion that required listening, argument, and justification (Courant, 2021; Farrell 

et al., 2019). Independent observers noted the civility, attentiveness, and authentic 

persuasion that characterised the proceedings (Heinrich Böll Stiftung, 2018). The three-

stage learning–deliberation–recommendation structure resembles a institutional feature of 

hunter-gatherer deliberation: a deliberate phase of shared understanding precedes decision. 

In one case this is provided by expert briefings; in the other by extended communal 

discussion. 

In hunter-gatherer societies, deliberative norms are internalised and continually reproduced 

through everyday social life. In citizens’ assemblies, deliberative quality must be 

constructed within a bounded event among strangers entering with very uneven 

dispositions, knowledge, and styles. The facilitation infrastructure of modern mini-publics 

is the institutional substitute for community-embedded norms.  
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Direct measurement of deliberative quality in forager settings is unavailable: the 

ethnographic record reports practices and norms, not indices comparable to the Discourse 

Quality Index or the Integrative Complexity Scale used in modern research. The case for 

similar quality therefore rests on inferred structural conditions (iterative talk, absence of 

coercion, social pressure toward reasoned settlement) rather than on direct measurement. 

Equally, evidence of preference change in mini-publics is not by itself proof of higher 

quality reasoning; it may also reflect informational learning effects (Suiter et al., 2016). The 

most defensible claim is that both systems share the enabling conditions of high-quality 

deliberation. 

6.4 Dimension 3, Authority and Leadership 
 

The dimension is anchored in three points of the theoretical literature. Clastres (1989) 

distinguishes the chief as obliged to speak but powerless to command; Boehm (1999) 

frames egalitarian leadership as continually constrained by the led; Dryzek and Niemeyer 

(2008, p. 481) describe discursive representation as the duty to articulate available 

discourses rather than to decide for the group. In both ethnographic and modern cases, 

effective consensus deliberation requires actors who can guide the process without dictating 

its outcome.  

In hunter-gatherer societies, the absence of coercive authority is constitutive of leadership. 

The “headman” cannot order or enforce, authority and respect are given to those who 

demonstrate competence (skilled hunting, ecological knowledge etc.) and depends on 

continuing community recognition (Boehm, 1999; Clastres, 1989). Withdraw the 

recognition, and the authority dissolves, since there is no formal role to fall back on. 

Thomson et al. (2025) describe these “leaders” as people who initiate and sustain 

conversation, ensure broad participation, and identify agreement points and remaining 

disagreement, but they cannot override a group. Clastres (1989) generalises this as the chief 

who speaks for but does not speak through the group: the chief’s authority is in articulation 

and mediation, not command. Reverse-dominance enforcement (Boehm, 1999; Grey, 2011) 

backs this up: any attempt to claim excessive authority is met with a graduated set of social 

sanctions, from teasing to shunning to expulsion. Enforcement is distributed across the 

whole community, with no single point of failure (Fehr & Williams, 2018). 
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Citizens’ assemblies institutionalise an analogous form of facilitative authority through the 

role of the professional facilitator. Facilitators secure equal participation, maintain civility, 

prevent domination, and keep deliberation focused, while themselves having no substantive 

vote on outcomes (OECD, 2020; Assembly Guide, 2025). The OECD (2020) explicitly 

requires that facilitators have no interest in the substantive outcome and be trained to 

support participant reasoning rather than direct it. The functional parallel to forager 

facilitative leadership is that in both, those managing the process do so through process 

competence, not formal power, and neither can close debate unilaterally or impose an 

outcome lacking broad support. Expert witnesses occupy a structurally similar role to that 

of competent elders, providing information and reasoning that the deliberating community 

can weigh, accept, reject, or combine (Fishkin, 2018; OECD, 2020). The Irish Assembly is 

a clear illustration: extensive expert testimony fed in, but the final positions were the 

Assembly’s own (Courant, 2021; Heinrich Böll Stiftung, 2018), enacting in modern 

institutional form the egalitarian view that sapiential authority is a resource for the group. 

In forager societies, enforcement is distributed across all members, embedded in everyday 

social life, and therefore highly robust. In citizens’ assemblies, much of this enforcement is 

concentrated in the hired facilitation team, who are external to the deliberating community. 

The result is an institutional asymmetry: participants may depend on facilitators in ways 

that reinforce rather than challenge authority differentials, and the quality of the whole 

process becomes contingent on the skill and integrity of a small professional cohort 

(Renwick, 2021). The comparative insight is that non-coercive authority works most 

reliably when widely distributed and socially embedded. The Ju/‘hoansi and Hadza cases 

are at the more egalitarian end of the ethnographic range; delayed-return foragers of the 

Pacific Northwest show institutionalised inequalities, including hereditary rank and slavery, 

complicating any sweeping claim that hunter-gatherer authority is universally facilitative 

(Angelbeck & Grier, 2012; Codding et al., 2021). The comparison therefore travels only 

within the immediate-return subset. A further limit concerns commissioning institutions: 

where forager facilitation is constrained by community pressure, citizens’ assemblies 

remain dependent on governments and parliaments whose interests are not always aligned 

with facilitative ideals (Courant, 2021). Facilitative authority inside the assembly is not the 

same as facilitative authority over it. 
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6.5 Dimension 4, Conflict Resolution 
 

Boehm (1999) and Turnbull (1961) document non-hierarchical conflict regulation as a 

defining feature of egalitarian governance; Mansbridge et al. (2012) show that modern 

deliberative settings likewise depend on social technologies for managing disagreement 

without producing winners and losers. The dimension assesses whether each case channels 

rather than suppresses conflict. 

Conflict in hunter-gatherer bands arises from familiar sources: resource competition, 

interpersonal tension, romantic disputes, norm violations, and disagreement over collective 

decisions (Butovskaya, 2013; Boehm, 1999). What distinguishes these societies is the 

layered set of responses and the strong institutional pressure toward reintegration rather 

than escalation. First-order responses are interpersonal: avoidance and informal 

negotiation, kept deliberately outside wider community attention (Butovskaya, 2013). The 

willingness to seek private resolution is a function of social interdependence: in a band of 

thirty to fifty people whose welfare is mutually dependent, unresolved conflict imposes 

costs on everyone, generating shared pressure for early settlement. 

When direct discussion fails, respected mediators (elders, recognised peacemakers, or those 

with relevant expertise) are involved. Boehm (1999) documents that the Ju/‘hoansi and 

similar groups hold extended open discussion to address disputes that interpersonal 

resolution cannot settle; the whole community becomes a court of last resort. Crucially, this 

process is not adversarial in the legal sense: it does not produce winners and losers but aims 

to surface all perspectives and find an outcome the community can live with. Gossip and 

reputation function as further layers of informal enforcement: in a tightly interdependent 

group, reputational damage is a serious sanction, and gossip serves to communicate norms, 

coordinate responses to repeat offenders, and signal social expectations (Venkataraman, 

2024; Fehr & Williams, 2018). Butovskaya’s (2013) comparative data show that Hadza 

children display markedly higher rates of constructive (verbal rather than physical) conflict 

resolution than children in neighbouring pastoralist and agricultural communities, 

indicating that these norms are transmitted intergenerationally through socialisation, a 

finding with direct implications for the much shorter timescale of citizens’ assemblies. 
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Mobility, again, functions as an underlying exit option: those who cannot resolve 

disagreement can leave, which limits the intensity of social sanction and provides a check 

on community enforcement itself (Boehm, 1999). 

Citizens’ assemblies face a distinctive conflict-resolution challenge: bringing together 

people with sharply different political views, values, and experience to produce 

recommendations on contested issues. This is the precise reason such assemblies are 

commissioned, the goal is to convert value conflicts into productive deliberation rather than 

adversarial confrontation. The principal mechanism is procedural design rather than ex post 

mediation. Ground rules established at the outset (mutual respect, active listening, openness 

to persuasion, justification rather than assertion) channel conflict into deliberative exchange 

(Assembly Guide, 2025; OECD, 2020). The Irish Assembly demonstrated that this works 

in practice: participants with very different views on abortion engaged in extended civil 

discussion, producing recommendations that no individual could have authored alone 

(Courant, 2021). Trained facilitators play a continuous role: identifying and defusing 

interpersonal tension, reframing positional conflict into interest- or value-based discussion, 

and structuring direct contact between participants whose views differ sharply (OECD, 

2020). The functional parallel to community-respected mediators in forager bands is clear. 

The empirical evidence on “losers’ consent” is an interesting addition, Blais et al. (2024) 

studied the Longueuil Citizens’ Assembly and found that procedural satisfaction remained 

high regardless of whether a participant’s preferred position prevailed; participants whose 

positions were not adopted were still inclined to support the assembly’s recommendation 

because they trusted the process. Germann et al. (2024) report similar findings at the 

external level: mini-publics raise perceived legitimacy among the wider public, with the 

strongest effects among those with low prior political trust.  

The design implication is that effective conflict resolution in deliberative institutions 

requires layered mechanisms; pre-deliberation norm setting, in-session facilitation, small-

group dynamics, and final decision procedures. This multi-layered architecture is similar to 

the graduated, contextually flexible conflict-resolution culture of hunter-gatherer societies. 
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The comparison has identifiable limits, the forager record on conflict is not always the 

same: Hadza and !Kung ethnographies also document homicide and serious violence, 

especially in disputes over partners (Boehm, 1999, ch. 4). The argument is not that small-

scale societies are free of violent conflict but that, where deliberative resolution succeeds, 

it succeeds through layered, non-coercive mechanisms. The citizens’ assembly comparison 

should accordingly emphasise procedural design as the channel rather than the eliminator 

of conflict. A further caution applies to “losers’ consent”: the Longueuil and OECD 

evidence is encouraging but limited in scope, and the durability of losers’ consent under 

high-stakes ideological disagreement remains an open empirical question (Blais et al., 

2024). 

6.6 Dimension 5, Legitimacy and Acceptance of Outcomes 
 

Political legitimacy refers to the rightness of a governance arrangement and the bindingness 

of the decisions it produces, the sense that those subject to a collective decision have reason 

to accept it (even where they personally disagree with its content) (Habermas, 1996; 

Dryzek, 2010). In deliberative democratic theory, legitimacy flows primarily from the 

quality of the decision-making process, not from the identity of the decision-maker: 

decisions are legitimate to the extent that they emerge from authentic, inclusive, rational 

deliberation in which all affected parties had meaningful opportunity to influence the 

outcome (Habermas, 1996; Thompson, 2003). This procedural conception departs from 

purely majoritarian aggregation, on which the only criterion is vote share, while well-

reasoned conclusions from inclusive deliberation are legitimate even for those who 

disagree, because the process itself respects participants’ equal standing (Habermas, 1996; 

Dryzek, 2010). 

In hunter-gatherer societies the consensus process is itself legitimacy-generating: every 

adult has both the right and the duty to participate, no individual can close debate, and 

decisions cannot be enforced on those who refuse to comply without coercive authority. A 

decision reached by genuine consensus therefore enjoys actual rather than imputed 

acceptance (Boehm, 1999; Venkataraman, 2024). The principle of self-binding intensifies 

this: those who make the decision are those who must live with it, which gives them strong 

reason to ensure that the decision is workable and broadly acceptable, not merely formally 
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adopted; a sharp contrast with representative democracy, where elected officials decide for 

many others who did not deliberate. 

Citizens’ assemblies generate legitimacy through design, representation, and the quality of 

the deliberative experience. The OECD (2020) specifies three core conditions: 

representativeness (the assembly should reflect the diversity of the population), 

independence (the process should be insulated from commissioning authorities and 

organised interests), and impact (recommendations must have a publicly accountable link 

to subsequent decisions). These map onto the legitimacy-generating features identified in 

the hunter-gatherer cases: representativeness corresponds to egalitarian participation; 

independence to non-coercive authority; impact to the self-binding character of small-scale 

consensus. 

Empirical evidence supports both internal and external legitimacy. Internally, participants 

report high process satisfaction, a sense of authentic voice, and willingness to accept 

conclusions that diverge from their initial views (Blais et al., 2024; Renwick, 2021) (this is 

a procedural-fairness dynamic structurally similar to losers’ consent in forager conflict 

resolution). The Irish case is the leading illustration of external legitimacy: in 2018, 66.4% 

of Irish voters supported repeal of the Eighth Amendment, an outcome that had appeared 

politically impossible a decade earlier (FairVote Canada, 2022). Courant (2021) attributes 

this trajectory to careful process design, representativeness of membership, the quality of 

deliberation, and the explicit linkage between assembly recommendations and the 

referendum. The Citizens’ Assembly of Scotland produced a comparable pattern (Scottish 

Government, 2022). Germann et al. (2024) provide experimental evidence that mini-

publics raise legitimacy perceptions across the public, with the strongest gains among those 

most distrustful of representative institutions. Paulis et al. (2024) add that descriptive 

representativeness materially shapes external acceptance: assemblies seen as 

demographically representative produce higher acceptance among initially sceptical 

observers. 

A core difficulty for citizens’ assembly legitimacy is the problem of scale and institutional 

embeddedness (Thompson, 2003). If legitimate decisions must emerge from processes in 

which all affected parties had a meaningful opportunity to participate, how can legitimacy 



 

 

 42 

be generated for decisions affecting millions? Assemblies address this through statistical 

representation: a representative sample stands in for the wider population because its 

deliberation faithfully reproduces the range of perspectives in that population (Fishkin, 

2018).  

The decisive institutional asymmetry, with no clear forager parallel, is institutional 

embeddedness. In hunter-gatherer societies the consensus process is the governance system, 

and decisions are self-implementing in everyday life. In citizens’ assemblies, the 

deliberative process is embedded in a wider representative system, and its legitimacy 

depends critically on that system’s willingness to take its recommendations seriously. When 

recommendations are overridden or quietly shelved, the legitimacy produced by the 

deliberation is actively undermined (Germann et al., 2024). The OECD (2020) accordingly 

requires commissioning authorities to commit publicly to responding to recommendations 

on specified timelines through accountable processes. 

The Irish case is the strongest evidence for legitimacy-generation by citizens’ assemblies, 

but its referendum-confirmation pathway is unusual; many assemblies elsewhere have 

produced high internal legitimacy without comparable external uptake (OECD, 2020). 

Generalising from Ireland risks overstating the institutional reach of the model.  
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7. Discussion 
7.1 Overview 
 

The comparison developed in Section 6 results in structural parallels that are not 

coincidental: given that hunter-gatherer consensus governance and citizens’ assemblies 

independently developed in radically different settings, their convergence on common 

features points to functional requirements of legitimate, deliberation-based collective 

decision-making. This part summarises those commonalities (7.2.), then acknowledges the 

structural differences (7.3), identifies their limits and the limits and critiques of consensus 

decision making (7.4), and generates design implications (7.5). 

7.2 Structural Parallels 
 

Substantive participation equality is required for effective deliberation. In both cases 

decision legitimacy requires that all participants have a significant. equality of opportunity 

to affect outcomes. Both hunter-gatherer groups and citizens’ assemblies employ active 

methods to ensure that previous hierarchies of position, wealth or social capital do not 

determine deliberative influence: reverse-dominance and sharing norms in foraging 

communities and sortition, ground rules and professional facilitation in citizens’ 

assemblies. The ethnographic data is clear: this equality is never automatic, never self-

sustaining. 

Effective discussion also requires an orientation toward the common good. In hunter-

gatherer societies this approach is built into the social structure: those who deliberate are 

also those who must live with the consequences. This orientation must be intentionally 

promoted in citizens’ assemblies, which is already the case most of the time, but in citizens’ 

assemblies (that operate within a modern society) the common good is less obvious since 

the questions that they deliberate on can be more complex and can be approached from 

different viewpoints, whereas in hunter-gatherer groups questions are mainly about 

survival, so it is easier to see what is the common good. 

The two contexts (hunter-gatherers and citizens’ assemblies) have a tiered set of tools to 

deal with disagreement, and the layered structure prevents single conflicts from interrupting 

the broader process. Face-saving mechanisms are crucial: deliberators are not only rational 
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agents but also social actors who care about reputation. People stick with losing positions 

when altering their minds would involve a public loss of face. Mechanisms that allow 

positional change without shame, reframing, partial agreement, attribution of change to new 

information, the secret ballot considerably increase the rate of true updated information. 

Process quality leads to legitimacy through effective deliberation. In all circumstances, the 

main source of the legitimacy of decisions is the perceived fairness, transparency and 

inclusivity of the process itself (like it was developed in the theory section by Habermas 

(1996); Mansbridge et al. (2012, pp. 11–12); and Fishkin (2018)). Those who trust the 

process are ready to accept results they personally do not support fully. This “losers’ 

consent” is the defining marker of valid collective decision-making in both hunter-

gatherer and more modern citizens' assembly settings (Blais et al., 2024; Boehm, 1999). 

This losers’ consent also exists in representative democracies, but usually after deliberation 

the outcome is much more acceptable, so the losers’ consent feels less forced in deliberative 

democracy. 

Hunter-gatherer practices should not be normatively idealised or directly reproduced within 

modern democratic institutions, nor we should assume that contemporary citizens’ 

assemblies are equivalent to small-scale hunter gatherer societies in their social structure, 

historical conditions, or institutional form. The comparison is instead functional and 

analytical in nature. It proceeds from the observation that both contexts confront several 

recurring problems inherent to deliberative decision-making: how to secure participation, 

maintain legitimacy, manage disagreement, prevent domination by particular individuals, 

and generate decisions that are broadly accepted by the group. 

The significance of the parallels, therefore, lies in the fact that similar functional 

requirements appear to arise across very different social settings whenever collective 

deliberation and consensus formation are pursued. The comparison suggests that certain 

structural conditions of deliberative legitimacy recur across contexts. The parallels are 

intended to identify common functional pressures and recurrent institutional problems. 

7.3 Structural Differences, Institutional Challenges 
 

This study also reveals significant disparities that restrict how far hunter-gatherer 

behaviours can be incorporated into modern structures.  
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The most noticeable is size. Hunter-gatherer deliberation takes place in tiny, socially 

entrenched communities where participants know one another well and depend on one 

another over time. Citizens’ assemblies convene temporary gatherings of strangers from 

socially varied situations, so they cannot depend on the same long-term responsibility or 

common life-world. 

Another distinction is about authority. In the hunter-gatherer examples, authority is 

constrained by social norms and by the everyday potential of questioning supremacy. In 

citizens’ assemblies authority is more institutionalised, as facilitators, specialists and 

commissioning agencies structure the process from the outside. This makes facilitation 

essential, but it also means assemblies must be carefully planned so that facilitation is 

helpful, not directive. 

The wider institutional context also differs. The place of decision and implementation is 

itself the place of hunter-gatherer consensus procedures. Citizens’ assemblies, on the other 

hand, are nested within representative systems and depend on follow-through from 

institutions beyond the assembly itself. That is why legitimacy in citizens’ assemblies is not 

just an issue of what is done inside the forum but also if proposals are treated seriously 

thereafter. 

7.4 Design Principles Derived from the Comparison 
 

This comparison of the two contexts leads to various practical consequences for democratic 

design. Egalitarian participation cannot be taken for granted; it must be deliberately built 

into the structure of assemblies through processes such as sortition, small-group discussion, 

and facilitation that allows all members to contribute on nearly equal terms. At the same 

time, facilitation must remain manifestly non-coercive, leading conversation without 

deciding its substantive path, so that the exchange of reasons keeps its credibility. 

Deliberation requires appropriate time as well, since compressed or rushed conversations 

tend to diminish both the quality of collective judgement and participants’ acceptance of 

solutions. Disagreement, rather than being treated as a failure of the process, needs to be 

managed through layered procedures that allow conflict to be expressed and negotiated 

without undermining cooperation altogether. Finally, assemblies need substantial 

institutional follow-through, as suggestions that are not integrated into actual political 
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decision-making risk undermining confidence and perceived legitimacy. More generally, 

the contrast indicates that the deliberative capacity should not be seen as a pre-existing 

attribute of people, but rather as something that develops via practice and institutional 

support. Citizens’ assemblies can form part of the solution, but only if they are embedded 

in a broader deliberative ecology rather than being standalone democratic experiments. 

8. Conclusions 
8.1 Summary of Findings 
 

My thesis has argued that consensus decision-making in mobile, immediate-return hunter-

gatherer societies and in modern citizens’ assemblies, rests on analogous structural 

principles: egalitarian participation, non-coercive authority, rigorous deliberation, layered 

conflict resolution, and process-based legitimacy. Despite vast differences in scale and 

context, both indicate that genuine collective judgements can be reached when all relevant 

parties can engage meaningfully and when outcomes are produced through persuasion 

rather than force. 

The analysis also shows that hunter-gatherer governance is not a primitive form of 

democracy, but a complex form of consensus governance sustained by social norms, 

economic structures, and cultural practices; reverse dominance, immediate-return 

economies, and non-commanding leadership. Citizens’ assemblies attempt to reconstruct 

functionally equivalent conditions through institutional design: stratified random selection, 

professional facilitation, balanced information, and explicit linkages between 

recommendations and authoritative decision-making. 

The comparison also exposes a decisive asymmetry in how each context fits into its broader 

political environment. In hunter-gatherer societies, the deliberative forum is itself the site 

of decision and immediate implementation. Citizens’ assemblies must still be ratified by 

existing representative institutions, which means they can be disregarded or overridden. 

The legitimacy of citizens’ assemblies therefore depends not only on their internal design 

but on the strength of their institutional mandate and follow-through. 

 



 

 

 47 

Beyond these institutional implications, a more general lesson follows from the 

comparison. While there are many important takeaways at the level of design, the most 

significant insight may be that the broader social and economic context in which 

deliberation takes place can shape its quality and legitimacy as much as the internal features 

of the assembly itself. This suggests that successful consensus-oriented decision-making 

depends not only on well-designed forums, but also on a wider culture of cooperation and 

relative equality. In that respect, the comparison highlights how strongly egalitarian social 

conditions support effective collective decision-making, and how hunter-gatherer societies, 

despite their differences from modern democracies, illustrate the importance of an 

egalitarian social foundation for sustaining consensus. 

8.2 Theoretical Contributions 
 

The thesis shows what a structured, mechanism-focused dialogue between political 

anthropology and deliberative democratic theory can look like when neither tradition is 

reduced to background colour for the other. The dimensions of comparison are derived from 

the theoretical literature itself (Section 3.4), and ethnographic and contemporary indicators 

are treated as functional analogues. 

The configuration Habermas describes under the heading of the ideal speech situation is 

shown to be not only a regulative ideal of normative theory but a configuration that 

immediate-return foraging communities have approximated in practice through a definite 

set of social mechanisms. This recasts the standard objection that the ideal is too demanding 

to be useful. The relevant question is not whether the ideal is fully realisable in modern 

pluralist polities, but which of its functional preconditions can be reproduced institutionally, 

and at what cost.  

8.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The comparison abstracts from deep 

contextual differences (scale, social embeddedness, cultural homogeneity, institutional 

context, decision complexity) all of which have been discussed throughout but cannot be 

fully resolved by analytical caveats. The findings are most reliably interpreted as 
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hypotheses about the functional requirements of effective deliberation that warrant 

empirical testing across diverse institutional contexts. 

Future research should pursue several directions. Systematic empirical comparison of 

deliberative quality across citizens’ assemblies with different levels of facilitation 

investment would test the design implications drawn from the anthropological comparison. 

Longitudinal studies tracking the civic and deliberative behaviour of citizens’ assembly 

alumni, analogous to the intergenerational transmission of conflict-resolution norms among 

the Hadza (Butovskaya, 2013), would test whether citizens’ assembly or other mini public 

participation contributes to building broader deliberative capacity.  

8.4 Concluding Remarks 
 

Some mechanisms that work in small, tightly knit hunter-gatherer groups (strong informal 

sanctions, long open-ended discussion) are difficult to reproduce in large, time-limited, and 

institutionally dependent assemblies, and the risk remains that political elites can ignore or 

selectively use their recommendations. At the same time, well-designed assemblies with 

clear links to formal decision-making can foster genuinely high-quality deliberation and 

meaningful participation, as the Irish case demonstrates. 

A central implication of this thesis is that citizens’ assemblies should be judged not only by 

the policies they influence, but by how far they reshape the wider deliberative habits of 

participants and observers over time, gradually shifting what counts as normal democratic 

practice. The continuity between small tribe meetings and modern assemblies is not a 

contrast between primitive and advanced democracy but an expression of a shared human 

capacity for collective reasoning, a capacity that remains one of the most important 

resources for the renewal of democratic governance today. 
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