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Article

Disabled Lives in 
Deliberative Systems

Afsoun Afsahi1

Abstract
This essay argues that the systemic turn in deliberative democracy has opened 
up avenues to think about disabled citizenship within discursive processes. I 
highlight the systemic turn’s recognition of the interdependence of individuals 
and institutions upon each other in a system as key to this project. This 
recognition has led to three transformations: (1) a more generous account 
of deliberative speech acts and behaviors; (2) recognition of the role of 
enclaves; and (3) incorporating the role of discursive representatives. These 
changes normalize the participation of cognitively disabled individuals and 
suggest institutional opportunities for more effective participation.

Keywords
deliberative democracy, cognitive disability, inclusion, systematic turn, 
deliberative systems

We often think, talk, and write about disability in terms of a shortcoming or 
deficiency in either body or mind. It is to be diagnosed, treated, and fixed. 
Our everyday lexicon includes terms such as “crippled, afflicted, deficient, 
inferior, defective, disordered, handicapped, feeble-minded, idiot, imbecile, 
moron, lame, retard, spaz.”1 It is of little wonder that much of political theory 
erases people with disabilities (PWDs) from discussions of equality, justice, 
freedom, and democratic decision-making. Deliberative democracy is not an 
exception.
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This essay addresses the tension between cognitive disability and delibera-
tive democracy. Theories of deliberative democracy are built upon the discur-
sive participation of all affected. As Jürgen Habermas argues, “[t]he political 
public sphere can fulfill its function of perceiving and thematizing encom-
passing social problems only insofar as it develops out of the communication 
taking place among those who are potentially affected.”2 However, fulfilling 
this principle runs into problems when considering community members with 
cognitive disability. The democratic principle, therefore, is undermined by the 
discursive principle. While a key concern, this tension has largely been left 
unaddressed within the literature on deliberative democracy.

While acknowledging that we cannot simply theorize ourselves out of the 
tension between deliberative democracy and cognitive disability, this essay 
argues that the systemic turn in deliberative democratic theory has opened up 
avenues to think about disabled citizenship within discursive processes.3 The 
systemic turn normalizes the participation of cognitively disabled (CD) indi-
viduals and suggests institutional opportunities for their effective participa-
tion. It begins with the acknowledgement that “no single institution can 
perfectly maintain ideal deliberative standards”; instead, different “compo-
nents within a system can compensate for the deficiencies of other parts by 
providing an interconnected outlet for deliberation.”4

The key contribution of the systemic approach to deliberation is the recog-
nition of the inherent interdependence of citizens as well as institutions on 
one another.5 This recognition underpins three key transformations that have 
opened up the space for us to consider and include the contributions of CD 
individuals. First, since there is a division of labor, and different arenas of the 
system work together, the systemic turn does not summarily dismiss nonde-
liberative or antideliberative behaviors. In fact, it considers the ways in 
which they contribute to the overall quality of deliberation in the larger delib-
erative system. Second, the systemic turn recognizes the importance of sites 
of enclave deliberation within an interdependent deliberative system and 
incorporates their contributions into the larger system. Finally, the systemic 
turn is more amenable to a rich conceptualization of discursive representation 
as a way to get as close as possible to fulfilling the maxim of inclusivity and 
the all-affected principle.

This essay begins with a discussion of the treatment of CD individuals 
within theories of popular sovereignty, generally, and deliberative democ-
racy, specifically. I, then, give an account of the systemic turn, especially the 
recognition of the interdependence of citizens and institutions upon each 
other in deliberative systems. I follow this with a discussion of three transfor-
mations as a result of this recognition: expansion of the scope of “delibera-
tive” speech, incorporation of enclaves, and taking advantage of discursive 
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representatives. Each transformation has opened up the space to better 
account for the participation of CD individuals within deliberative democ-
racy. I conclude with a discussion of opportunities and limitations provided 
by the systemic turn.

From the outset, I must explain what I mean by the term cognitive dis-
ability. Following Eva Feder Kittay and Licia Carlson and Anna Arstein-
Kerslake, I use the term cognitive disability instead of intellectual disability 
or cognitive impairment as it is broader and includes “intellectual, develop-
mental, learning, psycho-social disabilities, dementia, Alzheimer’s, and 
acquired brain injury,”6 some of which “do not imply diminished intellec-
tual capacity (e.g., autism).”7 Cognitive disability “results from the interac-
tion between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental 
barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an 
equal basis with others.”8

Disability and (Deliberative) Democratic Theory

Deliberative democratic theory rests upon a communicatively generated form 
of popular sovereignty. In the public sphere, Habermas notes, “two contrary 
processes encounter and cut across each other: the communicative generation 
of legitimate power [. . .], and the political-systemic acquisition of legiti-
macy, a process by which administrative power becomes reflexive.”9 The 
purpose of democratic procedures is to “institutionalize the forms of com-
munication necessary for a rational will-formation.”10 The emphasis on ratio-
nal will-formation excludes those commonly perceived incapable of engaging 
in rational-critical thought and debate. This exclusion, far from the exception, 
underpins other theories of popular sovereignty and consent. One need only 
look to Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau to establish 
such a pattern.

Hobbes calls the ability to form a commonwealth “the greatest of human 
powers [. . .] which is compounded of the powers of most men, united by 
consent, in one person, natural or civil, that has the use of all their powers 
depending on his will.”11 This will is what makes a person free. As Hobbes 
notes, to be a free person, one needs to be able to make use of “strength and 
wit” to achieve his will.12 This requires one to be aware of his will and reason 
about the ways in which this will can be acted upon in the world. This leaves 
out those who cannot reason. Indeed, it leaves out those who cannot use 
speech as well since Hobbes ties reason and speech together: “children [. . .] 
are not endued with reason at all, till they have attained the use of speech.”13 
Therefore, certain physical disabilities, in addition to cognitive ones, render 
individuals without reason.
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Locke similarly ties reason, freedom, consent, and legitimacy together: 
“we are born free, as we are born rational.”14 Since we are both free and, thus, 
rational, “no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political 
power of another, without his own consent.”15 If one is perceived to be with-
out reason, he is not free, cannot give consent, and is left outside of any 
schemes of legitimacy. Locke states this clearly:

But if, through defects that may happen out of the ordinary course of nature, 
any one comes not to such a degree of reason wherein he might be supposed 
capable of knowing the law, and so living within the rules of it, he is never 
capable of being a free man, he is never let loose to the disposure of his own 
will, (because he knows no bounds to it, has not understanding, its proper 
guide) but is continued under the tuition and government of others, all the time 
his own understanding is incapable of that charge. And so lunatics and idiots 
are never set free from the government of their parents.16

The same pattern can be seen in Rousseau’s notion of popular sovereignty. 
The social pact, “by its nature demands unanimous consent.” The decision to 
consent to and join this civil association is “the most completely voluntary of 
acts” and is a necessity since “each man [is] born free and master of himself.” 
If one was to be subject to laws without this consent, we can “conclude that 
he is not born a man.”17 This means that self-mastery and the ability to con-
sent and see oneself in the general will are considered to be the key charac-
teristics of what being a man means. Therefore, CD individuals, likely, would 
fall outside of this notion of personhood. In each theory, legitimacy rests on 
consent, which, in turn, demands participation in rational discourse and 
decision-making.18

The same is echoed in deliberative democracy’s all-affected principle. 
This principle requires “that all those affected by a political decision ought, 
directly or indirectly, to have a say in its making.”19 This idea is reflected in 
the discourse principle as well: “only those action norms are valid to which 
all possibly affected persons agree as participants in rational discourses.”20

This is a radically democratic and emancipatory principle as it extends the 
boundary of who has a legitimate claim to be part of the decision-making 
process. It encompasses all those who can potentially and even indirectly be 
affected by a decision. It sets a very high bar for achieving legitimacy in the 
processes of democratic decision-making and its outcomes.

At the same time, however, as an underlying principle of deliberative 
democracy, the all-affected principle requires individuals to participate in 
very specific ways—through offering and justifying mutually understandable 
and criticizable claims. Deliberative democracy can be characterized as a 
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“talk-centric” critical theory. It is talk-centric as it “focuses on the communi-
cative processes of opinion and will-formation that precede voting.”21 It is 
rooted in critical theory as its framework “is embedded in the inherent struc-
tures of language, speech, and communication rather than in an ideal norma-
tive aspiration.”22 For Habermas, “rationality is understood to be a disposition 
of speaking and acting subjects.”23 It is, therefore, social and exists in our 
communicative relationships. Communication is “oriented to achieving, sus-
taining, and renewing consensus—and indeed a consensus that rests on the 
intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity claims.”24

Deliberative democracy expects individuals to demonstrate “linguistic 
agency”—or the ability to not only reason but to formulate and express those 
reasons publicly. This serves as a “threshold capacity,”25 and those who are 
not capable of engaging in rational debate are excluded from participating in 
processes that develop and execute policies—even those that directly affect 
them.26

While we may concede the impossibility of conceiving of a deliberative 
form of democracy that does not require reasoned deliberation, the rules of 
engagement are in fact much stricter. Without “[internalizing] the rules of 
the particular form of communication deemed to be the universally valid 
form of democratic engagement,” individuals are not seen as “legitimate 
deliberators.”27 This places a high burden on all but especially on those who 
are unwilling and, more pertinently, incapable of continuously engaging a 
rational/critical dialogue.

This problem is not purely theoretical either. Our failure to grapple with 
disability, especially cognitive disability, has tangible and material conse-
quences as well. It extends into social, political, and economic spheres that 
exclude PWD and see able-bodied and able-minded individuals as ideal or 
normal. This exclusion takes place at every level, from formal laws that pre-
vent their full political participation, in some countries, to informal policies 
and guidelines that hinder their ability to enroll in schools, register for activi-
ties, or participate in group programs.28

Individuals with cognitive disabilities are either barred from political 
participation29 or do so at noticeably lower rates in the absence of legal 
prohibitions.30 PWD are more likely to “live under the national poverty 
line”31 as “lack of accessibility [. . .] and discrimination” often prevents 
PWD “from entering the school system” as well as “the labour market.”32 
Similarly, they are much more likely to suffer from poor health as impair-
ments—“discriminatory practices and policies, [and] lack of access to 
information” affect PWD.33 All these factors can indirectly affect their abil-
ity to fully participate in politics.
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With these tangible and material consequences in mind, I consider the 
ways in which the systemic turn in deliberative democracy has opened up 
pathways for the participation of CD individuals in discursive practices.

Interdependence in Deliberative Systems

After an almost hegemonic focus on the design and execution of minipublics 
as sites of deliberative democracy, the systemic turn acknowledges that “delib-
erative democracy cannot easily be sought in a single forum” but rather exists 
and requires “the contributions of multiple sites,”34 including “formal and 
binding assemblies,” “interest groups,” “media,” and “everyday [political] 
talk.”35 It recognizes that “political systems in developed democracies are 
complex, with numerous sites of politics, multiple separations of functions 
that require coordination, and many points of pressure, entry and influence.”36 
Deliberative systems, by definition, function through relationships between 
interdependent, rather than autonomous, citizens and institutions.

Much of political theory, in general, and deliberative democratic theory, in 
particular, has conceptualized the ideal citizen as an autonomous agent. 
Autonomy was, in fact, seen as both a precondition and a potential outcome 
of deliberation. For example, Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, in their 
account of deliberative democracy, argue that individuals “should be treated 
not merely as objects of legislation, as passive subjects to be ruled, but as 
autonomous agents who take part in the governance of their own society, 
directly or through their representatives.”37 At the same time, the cultivation 
of autonomous citizenship is also a positive potential outcome of public dis-
cussion in deliberative democracy.38 Autonomy is both needed before and 
expected after deliberation.

Such a relationship with autonomy is directly tied to deliberative democ-
racy’s historical origins. Deliberative democracy, especially those based on 
Habermas’s conception of it, retains “his liberal Kantianism,” which empha-
sizes autonomy.39 However, even as a theorist of “autonomy,” Kant’s account 
of critical thinking and dialogue offers a vision of individuals who are far 
from autonomous and are, indeed, fully interdependent on one another.40 For 
Kant, “we cannot engage in any project—be it finding the limits of reason, 
ascertaining the principles of moral law, or engaging a rational-critical debate 
aimed at securing legitimacy and driving progress—without others to share 
the burden.”41 This means that interdependence of citizens on one another is 
an unspoken, disregarded, and forgotten assumption of deliberative demo-
cratic theory.42

This recognition of the interdependence of citizens and institutions on 
one another, when taken seriously and applied to deliberative democratic 
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participation, can decenter and refocus it. It pushes us to consider how possible 
it is for us to deliberate without others.43 Recognizing this fact explicitly allows 
us to reflect on the different ways in which all citizens and institutions are 
dependent on one another within the larger deliberative system. Instead of 
being solely concerned with individual contributions, it now accepts that we 
need others to enable our full participation as citizens.

Systemic turn recognizes that citizens do not participate the same way 
and to the same degree all the time. Instead, a deliberative system is one of 
“division of labor” among different and interdependent parts, groups, and 
individuals.44 In other words, similar to the way that different sites of delib-
eration are interdependent on one another to ensure the overall health of the 
system, participants, too, depend on one another to ensure ample as well as 
quality participation and deliberation, “whether they [personally and con-
tinuously] are speaking or not.”45

What does interdependent citizenship look like? First, it recognizes that 
“depending on the particular stage we are at in the life cycle as well as the 
degree to which the world is structured to respond to some variations better 
than others,”46 we are all mutually interdependent. This recognition reframes 
dependence as a universal feature of the system as opposed to a distinct fea-
ture that sets CD individuals apart from others. The dependence of CD indi-
viduals, even at higher rates than the able-minded, is no longer a difference 
of kind; rather it is one of degrees.

Second, it emphasizes that the dependency in interdependency is not “an 
antonym to autonomy or freedom [. . .] but its precondition and correlate.”47 
Interdependence, therefore, is posited as part of the human condition. An 
interdependent account of citizenship means that we can relax the standards 
of participation in the public sphere in a way that does not require autono-
mous, individual, and independent contributions at all times and under all 
circumstances. Moreover, such a move is no longer presented as antithetical 
to the aims or the development of deliberative democratic theory.

Deliberative systems approach allows us to better take stock of the differ-
ent modes and degrees of participation by citizens. Some contributions do not 
meet the previously held deliberative ideal of autonomy and some require 
others for their formulation and expression. Interdependent citizenship in the 
context of deliberative democracy means that moments where communica-
tive and/or technical assistance are required to make participation possible 
are not anomalies but a feature of participation in a deliberative system. 
Indeed, we can imagine a spectrum of sorts that tracks the participation of the 
CD. On one end, CD individuals participate with very little assistance from 
others; on the other end, more robust translation takes place in order for us to 
include those who interact and convey their interests in alternative ways. 
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Severely cognitively disabled individuals, for example, cannot meaningfully 
participate on their own or be discursive representatives (see below). 
However, their participation can be accommodated through the inclusion of 
their caregivers. Contributions to the deliberative system can take place, 
while receiving assistance from others, in a manner not much different from 
everyone else.

In the next sections, I outline the specific ways in which the systemic turn 
with its recognition of interdependence has opened up opportunities for par-
ticipation of CD individuals. These are: (1) a more generous account of delib-
erative speech acts and behaviors; (2) recognition of the role enclaves; and 
(3) incorporating the role of discursive representatives. These changes nor-
malize the participation of CD individuals and suggest institutional opportu-
nities for more effective participation.

1. Expanding the Scope of Speech Acts

As noted in the previous section, the deliberative systems approach envisages 
participation in the public sphere as a form of “division of labor.” This means 
that it does not require “every citizen [. . .] to be equally knowledgeable” or 
to “become an ideal deliberator” in order to meet the deliberative ideal at 
every moment or instance of deliberation.48

This is an important and consequential shift. Much of the literature on 
deliberative democracy has focused on deliberative ideals—sets of desired 
preconditions and behaviors—that have to be met in order for a deliberative 
democratic endeavor to be deemed successful. The aim has been to design 
settings that match the ideal deliberative conditions with the hopes that the 
setup can guarantee the fulfilment of the desired outcomes associated with 
deliberation. These ideals have similarly been used to judge the quality of 
speech in highly controlled deliberative moments.49

These ideals, however, have been the source of much criticism lodged 
against deliberative democracy. Put simply, critics have pointed to the ways 
in which ideals of rational and dispassionate discourse can limit the full par-
ticipation of the most marginalized members of society and contribute to the 
reproduction of gaps in discursive time and influence.50

The deliberative systems approach comes out of the recognition that these 
ideals are likely unachievable in practice in every instance of deliberation. 
While we may try to replicate these ideal preconditions and behaviors within 
highly structured small deliberations, communication on the ground is mess-
ier and more complicated. The deliberative systems approach acknowledges 
that requiring everyone, who might be in very different social and political 
positions of power and influence in society, to follow the same rules will 
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likely undermine the emancipatory potential of deliberative democracy. As 
such, it expands the range of acceptable behaviors to include behaviors that 
were previously considered “nondeliberative” and even “antideliberative.”

An example of such behavior is that of activists and hard partisans who 
often engage in behavior that is characteristically antideliberative but increase 
the overall health of a deliberative system by opening it up to “ [new] voices, 
interests, perspectives, and claims.”51 Other examples of antideliberative 
behavior can include “Kill cops” or “All my heroes kill cops”—both of which 
have been used in protests against police brutality. Alternatively, “All men 
are trash” or “Men are scum” are examples of antideliberative statements 
made during the height of #MeToo movement on Facebook and Twitter. 
While these speech acts do not fit the deliberative ideal of respect, the sys-
tems approach does not dismiss them since they are statements made by 
members of groups who have been historically marginalized and have been 
victims of failures of reciprocity.52 Furthermore, the meanings of these state-
ments are different from their first-order interpretation. Their intention is to 
open dialogue to include issues that are easily, historically, and structurally 
ignored—antiblack racism and sexual harassment and assault. Therefore, far 
from being defects, these speech acts fulfil deliberative goals by ensuring 
“new agendas, broader inclusions, publicity for important causes, conscious-
ness raising, and information transmission.”53

I retain the term nondeliberative and antideliberative since they are dis-
cussed as such in the literature on deliberative democracy. While this may 
denote that such behaviors are valued less, this is not the intention. They are 
seen as necessary, especially, in cases where speakers are marginalized and 
lack political and social power. In these cases, speech acts that do not strictly 
follow norms of respect and reciprocity are seen as a byproduct of the “mate-
rial and political inequality and failures of reciprocity” that underpin the 
political system and are thus permissible.54

They are called so to distinguish them from the strict standards of behavior 
previously identified and touted by us (deliberative democratic theorists). 
The systemic turn does away with the belief that certain (deliberative) contri-
butions are valuable while others (antideliberative and nondeliberative) are 
not. The purpose behind the use of such terms as opposed to deliberative is to 
highlight the exact fact that a deliberative system requires speech acts that are 
not strictly deliberative. 55

People with cognitive disabilities who face marginalization, inequality, and 
failures of reciprocity fit this mandate. While the literature on deliberative 
systems approach has been silent on whether we can expand the definition and 
scope of what counts as deliberative speech beyond verbal communication, 
its concern with including as many ideas, perspectives, voices, and claims 
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necessitates this expansion nonetheless. This means that their participation, 
even if it does not conform to previously held deliberative ideals, is not only 
justified but considered valuable in a deliberative system.56

What does this look like? First, it would involve moving beyond simply 
“[making] transparent the reasonings behind positions”57 to publicizing not 
only the experiences of individuals and groups but also highlighting the ways 
in which their manner of living in the world might substantially and meaning-
fully differ from our own.

For example, imagine a public deliberation over government funding for 
music programs in schools, in community or assisted living facilities, and in 
part-day community centers. Reasons for such funding would include a range 
of interests from the importance of art and music in boosting cognitive devel-
opment, to reducing stress, to preserving cultural heritage. However, for CD 
people, their parents, and their caregivers, music does not only have thera-
peutic benefits58 but often serves as a method of communication—a way for 
CD individuals to express their mood, interests, and even ideas. Consider the 
case of a CD individual who enjoys, demonstrated through smiles and move-
ments, listening to Bach concertos suddenly not reacting or reacting nega-
tively to the music—preferring instead, perhaps, Brahms string quintets. 
Such a shift may indicate a change in musical interests, a desire for fresh 
music, or perhaps physical or mental unease or illness.

Alternatively, consider the case of Jam2Jam, an online tool that “pro-
vides the resources for [. . .] loosely structured musical performances” or 
jamming.59 Jam2Jam is innovative, as it enables improvisation through 
easy drag and drop tools and “the opportunity to develop musical ideas 
through the observation and imitation of others,”60 encouraging both 
“experimentation and engagement”61 and a robust exercise of aesthetic 
agency for individuals with intellectual disability.

These examples demonstrate how the description of lived experiences that 
are radically and meaningfully different from ours can form the basis of a 
reason that we would not have had access to otherwise. If music is seen as 
necessary for communication and expression of agency, our assessment of its 
importance and its associated costs will be radically different than if we con-
ceive of it merely as a tool for cognitive development or a product of our 
culture.

Second, it requires an acknowledgement that these contributions might 
not be made in exactly the same way or to the same degree as those members 
of society who are able-bodied and able-minded. These contributions may be 
made through embodied participation, including body posture, stance, and 
facial expressions. They also include partial or intermittent speech and 
assisted speech through caregivers or communication devices, as well as 
writing, typing, or pointing using purpose-built tools.
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Expanding the scope of allowable contributions means that participation 
can be embodied in addition to, or even instead of, verbal.62 Embodied partici-
pation or “the physical presence of disabled bodies [and minds]” can “[pro-
voke] new conversations similar to rational speech acts.”63 Once again, this is 
not radically different for able-minded and able-bodied individuals. We fre-
quently convey messages and pose questions using nonverbal cues and ges-
tures. Think of “an awkwardly placed elbow and a subtly raised eyebrow,”64 
or a nod and a smile, and how they can affect a conversation. Since we take 
notice of such behavior when they are carried out by able-bodied and able-
minded individuals, it makes little sense to exclude such behavior as forms of 
participation when they are exhibited by CD individuals.

This expansion also encompasses partial and assisted speech and takes into 
account the importance of the role that may be played by caregivers by sup-
porting or, in some cases, even contributing in place of those with disabilities. 
Under these circumstances participation may rely on “collaborative speech” 
that coordinates “speech and actions [. . .] among differently situated” indi-
viduals.65 In doing so, it “[integrates] the political needs of individuals who 
have little ability to articulate their own demands.”66 Such collaboration may 
require mediation from coaches and translators. This may take the form of, 
first, translating the communication from other participants, experts, and writ-
ten material into more easily understandable language for CD individuals, and 
second, translating the communications of CD participants to others, if need 
be.67 This requires us to, first, be sensitive to the specific ways in which CD 
people can claim their voice within deliberative systems and the particular 
forms of accommodation that they may need in order to do so.

Second, it highlights the importance of communicative responsiveness on 
the part of the collaborators in order to ensure that the speech best represents 
the volitions of CD individuals. Communicative responsiveness refers to the 
degree to which the caregiver responds to the reactions of the person they are 
representing. Being responsive requires continuous reflection and checking 
in on the part of the caregiver to ensure the accuracy of his or her interpreta-
tion and satisfaction of the represented.68 Without robust communicative 
responsiveness, we run the risk of undermining CD subjects’ ability to claim 
their own voice and exercise their agency within deliberative systems by 
assuming that our situated understanding and interpretations of their needs, 
views, and goals are objective.69

2. Role of Enclaves

Another consequence of recognizing the interdependence within deliberative 
systems is that the role and goals of enclave deliberations are taken more 
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seriously. Enclaves consisting of individuals with varying degrees of cogni-
tive disabilities; their caregivers, coaches, and family members; activists; and 
advocates can increase inclusivity, empower participation, and strengthen the 
influence of CD individuals.

We have long accepted that enclave publics—which differ in their demo-
graphic makeup and size from “the Public Sphere”—are necessary to ensure 
that the emancipatory potential of deliberative democracy is fulfilled. 
Subpublics, counterpublics, social enclaves, and “alternative” publics have 
all been suggested as possibilities.70 Enclaves made up of marginalized and 
disempowered groups can incentivize their participation, enlarge the pool 
of opinions and ideas included within the deliberative system, and equalize 
speaking time since people in enclaves are more comfortable “to confront 
disagreement, and [therefore] are more likely to speak.”71

Most importantly, enclaves provide disadvantaged groups with an “oppor-
tunity to develop their own unique arguments and preferences”72 and put 
words to their common experiences. In doing so, enclave deliberation can be 
a solution to the problems of hermeneutical or conceptual exclusion faced by 
many marginalized groups. Hermeneutical exclusion undermines the ability 
of marginalized groups to participate in two ways—first, it can “[inhibit]” 
their ability “to express certain political claims”; and second, it can “[reduce] 
the likelihood that their political claims will be easily assessable by the public 
at large.”73 Enclave deliberations can, therefore, provide a space for margin-
alized groups to put words to their common experiences, as a first step, in 
order to more effectively partake in deliberation.

From this description, it becomes clear why enclaves are key in thinking 
about the inclusion of CD individuals in deliberative systems. Enclaves can 
provide a space where people with cognitive disabilities can share, to the best 
of their abilities, their experiences with one another. They can develop their 
own voice and unique perspectives, highlight their interests and needs, and 
“create [and comment on] joint experiences.”74

An example of such an enclave is a 2011 Citizens’ Jury for people with 
disabilities in Finland. The Citizen’s Jury in question was implemented by the 
National Development Programme for Services for People with Disabilities. 
The purpose of the Citizens’ Jury was “to strengthen the voice of people with 
disabilities and to offer a new way of influencing societal decision-making, 
especially related to disability policies.”75 Participants in the Citizens’ Jury 
included those with physical and mental disabilities, hearing and visual 
impairments, and individuals with mental and neurological disorders.76 In 
order to ensure their effective participation, they were “contacted beforehand 
to make sure that everything would function according to their needs.”77 As a 
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result, their assistants were included within the deliberation and “aids were 
provided.”78

This example demonstrates the value of enclaves. By being able to control 
their own participants, settings, rules, and subject matter, enclaves become 
useful interventions in enabling a richer and more inclusive account of par-
ticipation—one that incorporates people with cognitive disabilities.

Furthermore, enclaves can more easily incorporate the contributions of 
CD individuals who may in some occasions require and benefit from the aid 
of coaches, caregivers, parents, advocates, and activists. But most impor-
tantly, enclave deliberations create the conditions for participation by CD 
individuals that is not simply delegated out to their caregivers and advocates 
who will speak on behalf of individuals with disabilities. In doing so, they 
preserve the authentic and agential voice and lives of individuals with dis-
abilities while recognizing that they may, at times, need more assistance, 
time, and tools to fully participate.

However, it is important to note that enclave deliberation, properly con-
ceptualized and operationalized, is only a first step intervention as part of the 
larger deliberation in the public sphere that includes a larger and more diverse 
set of participants. Enclaves such as those implemented in Finland can and 
should become standard within any deliberative engagement. We can envis-
age a scenario in which PWD deliberate within a smaller group—their own 
enclave—for the first few rounds of deliberation, before switching tables and 
continuing the process with other interlocuters. Similarly, we can contem-
plate the ways in which (self)advocacy and support organizations for CD 
individuals can be included as experts within deliberation or as discursive 
representatives in legislative debates and stakeholder consultations during 
policy-making processes.

3. Discursive Representatives

Deliberative systems approach takes seriously the task and importance of dis-
cursive representation. I borrow the term from John Dryzek who defines it as 
the “the representation of discourses”79 that “involves (in [Anne] Phillips’s 
terms) a ‘politics of ideas.’”80 While Dryzek sets his notion of discursive rep-
resentation apart from Iris Marion Young’s notion of “communicative democ-
racy” in which more “complex representations of perspectives, interests, 
opinions, and groups” are required,81 I expand Dryzek’s definition to include 
representation of perspectives, interests, and experiences as well. Discursive 
representation is not a new phenomenon. In reality, “given the limits on num-
ber of participants, real-world deliberation is inherently representative.”82
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Discursive representation is not about the representation of “selves” but 
rather representation of discourses, perspectives, and lived experiences. This 
means that it can never find “complete resonance with any individual” but 
rather “partial resonance with many.”83 It always remains limited in its ability 
to fully counter the challenges posed by cognitive disability to deliberative 
democracy’s all-affected principle.

Discursive representation, properly conceptualized and put to use, serves 
three important functions within a deliberative system. First, it connects the 
independent parts of the deliberative system to one another.84 It connects the 
space in which public opinion is formed with few to no restrictions to the 
space in which rigorous deliberation and formal decision-making take place.85

Second, it has a transformative and emancipatory force as well. “Representing 
a previously marginalized discourse may mean that a particular category of 
people gets constituted as agents within the discourse.”86 This newly consti-
tuted agency comes about through two functions—first, by introducing new 
discourses, lived experiences, and concerns into the deliberation, and second, 
by giving weight and standing to these discourses that might have otherwise 
been ignored and further marginalized.

Finally, discursive representation alleviates some of the practical difficul-
ties in fulfilling the all-affected principle. Discursive representation expands 
the participation of all-affected to their representatives as well. In doing so, it 
allows us to “redeem the promise of deliberative democracy when the delib-
erative participation of all affected by a collective decision is infeasible.”87

In the context of cognitive disability, discursive representation allows us 
to expand the notion of participation in a deliberation to include representa-
tion of not only the interests, values, and views of those who are (temporar-
ily) unable to do so on their own, but their emotions, lived experiences, daily 
achievements, and struggles.

Discursive representatives function as representatives and translators. 
They are translators insofar as they are tasked with generalizing and making 
comprehensible the contributions of those who would otherwise be misun-
derstood or less understood. They are representatives insofar as they stand in 
for the discourses that CD individuals would contribute to the larger pool if 
they could. Discursive representation further allows for and envisions a role 
for activists and (self)advocates who often give voice to the experiences 
shared by CD individuals.

I want to emphasize at this point that I am far from arguing that we can 
simply resolve the issue of exclusion by having CD individuals be repre-
sented by able-bodied and able-minded representatives. Indeed, we can think 
of “Marc Trudel, a 22 year old with autism, and Brian Heffernan” with Down 
Syndrome who, in 2019, testified “before the Joint Committee on Higher 
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Education” of Massachusetts in support of inclusive higher education,88 or 
Elizabeth Weintraub, a “senior advocacy specialist at the Association of 
University Centers on Disabilities” with “cerebral palsy and an intellectual 
disability” testifying before the United States Senate against the confirmation 
of Brett Kavanaugh,89 as effective discursive representatives. These exam-
ples clearly demonstrate that discursive representatives can and should be 
those who have the physical and social experience of cognitive disability.

While CD discursive representatives have existed and carried out the task 
of representation and (self)advocacy, the systemic turn creates opportunities 
for discursive representation to be institutionalized and mainstreamed within 
a deliberative system. Within a deliberative system, discursive representation 
can be built into the system in a way to increase the agency and empower-
ment of disabled individuals. This can be achieved by sequencing delibera-
tion. This means allowing for moments and spaces of deliberation that are 
less concerned with a substantive airing of issues, resolving conflict, and 
reaching agreements, and more oriented toward capacity building and com-
municative training.90

In this sense, the early phase of deliberation can become an opportunity 
for all parties to hone their skills for participation. This is different from an 
enclave deliberation, previously discussed, because the goals are not to delib-
erate on common and new concerns but rather to find ease with the task of 
deliberation and with the demands of representation. During this stage, CD 
individuals who feel ready to take on the task of deliberation and representa-
tion in the larger system can be chosen as discursive representatives from the 
group. The task of deliberative democrats is to mainstream the participation 
and contribution of CD discursive representatives in real-world deliberations 
in more systemic and continuous ways. Contributions of discursive represen-
tatives such as Marc Trudel, Brian Heffernan, Elizabeth Weintraub, Sarah 
Trites, Kile Pelletier, and Kathy Bates, to name a few, need to be incorpo-
rated—if not mainstreamed—within the deliberative system and heard from 
during every local, national, and transnational legislative debate, delibera-
tion, and policy-making process.

Discursive representation respects the difference between CD individuals 
and able-bodied and able-minded people. This means that it does not erase 
their unique and broadly different experience of the world or their voices, 
concerns, and needs. It does not simply delegate these out to caregivers and 
coaches who, often with the best of intentions, can only go so far as to repre-
sent their own voices, concerns, and needs in relation to the CD people for 
whom they care.

Discursive representation is only a part of the larger puzzle of a delibera-
tive system that is open to different forms of participation and the different 
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ways voice can be expressed even in the absence of the physical or mental 
ability to do so. While it is not a panacea to the exclusion of disabled citizens, 
it is a way to ascertain that diverse discourses and lived experiences are 
included in both arenas of deliberation and decision-making.

Disabled Lives in Deliberative Systems

The driving force behind this essay is a concern with the seemingly accepted 
and disregarded exclusion of people with cognitive disabilities from theories 
of political deliberation and participation. This concern is rooted in four key 
contentions. First, at a bare minimum, we should be concerned with both 
formal and informal barriers to the participation of people with disabilities in 
public political life. Continued, and often enforced, silence, marginalization, 
and exclusion of segments of a citizenry pose not only ethical and moral 
problems but challenge the practical legitimacy of a democratic state. While 
we have made some headway, we are a long ways off from ensuring the full 
enfranchisement and participation of people with disabilities. The transition 
from guardianship laws to assisted decision-making demonstrates how far we 
have come and how far we still need to go.91

Second, people with disabilities should be able to raise questions and 
voice concerns about issues that affect them in everyday life. This is neces-
sary to ensure that our democratic state is open and responsive to the claims 
made by individuals who reside in it. This may require us to rethink some of 
our approaches and institutional measures to make the system more accessi-
ble, open, and assistive. Such changes, far from undermining core democratic 
principles of freedom and autonomy, make their fulfillment possible. This is 
not a task that can be easily relegated and delegated out to caregivers and 
advocates—though their roles are crucial within the system. It is crucial for 
CD individuals to retain their ability to self-define and self-advocate. In many 
ways, the (lack of) definition of disability in the United Nations Convention 
of the Rights of People with Disabilities is a step toward the right direction. 
It allows PWD to define what counts as a disability and what does not for 
themselves. As Collins would remind us, self-definition or “speaking for one-
self and crafting one’s own agenda is essential to empowerment.” When this 
power rests with others, “no matter how well-meaning or supportive of [CD 
individuals] they may be,” “existing power hierarchies” are replicated.92

Third, and directly connected to the previous point, people with disabili-
ties should have a say and influence in the decisions that will directly or 
indirectly affect their lives. Without attempting to make this possible, the 
all-affected principle will be inapplicable to some members of society. This 
should be a key concern for us all since the all-affected principle is an 
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interdependent concept. This means that my ability to draw on this principle 
to make claims in society depends on the ability of others to do the same, and 
vice versa. While we may likely never achieve the complete fulfillment of 
this principle, it does not mean that we can simply abandon our attempts to 
do so—after all, as disability activists would remind us, “nothing about us 
without us.”93

Finally, being able to participate in democratic decision-making processes, 
including the highly deliberative ones, increases the visibility of individuals 
and groups in society and strengthens their standing as equal members wor-
thy of respect and dignity.

My aim in this essay has been to show how the systemic turn in delibera-
tive democracy has created opportunities for us to, first, normalize the par-
ticipation of CD individuals; and, second, suggest institutional innovations to 
increase this participation and ensure its effectiveness. The recognition of the 
interdependence of individuals and institutions upon each other in a delibera-
tive system is key to my endeavor. This recognition means that we can accept 
and engage with different forms of participation—intermittent, embodied, 
and assisted. It also means that we can make better use of enclaves and main-
stream the presence of discursive representatives to ensure that people with 
cognitive (and indeed, physical) disabilities are not an afterthought, if not 
forgotten altogether.

However, it behooves us not to lose sight of the danger of assuming that 
this inclusion would come without proper accommodative measures. Such 
measures are necessary in both physical spaces as well as cyber ones. They 
can include mainstreaming the integration of assistive communication 
devices and tools, normalizing collaborative speech, and supporting enclave 
communities, in either short- or long-term basis, “in addition to treatment and 
rehabilitation services.”94

They can further include reducing barriers to electronic communication 
by accommodating diverse conditions and needs.95 This is particularly impor-
tant in order to the enhance the accessibility to online democracy tools, infor-
mation, and services that can greatly increase the opportunities for CD 
individuals to have their voices heard in our democracies.96

Finally, it also requires us to remain cognizant of the ways in which the 
set-up of deliberative engagements can be ableist. A non-ableist approach to 
deliberative democracy requires that we pay attention to how simple things 
that we take for granted can exclude individuals from participating. If for 
instance, an invitation to deliberative engagement is sent “only through writ-
ten information,” it can discourage or exclude those individuals with “dys-
lexia or limited vision.” If we hold the engagement in a building with no or 
limited wheelchair access, “persons with limited mobility” will be left out. If 
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we choose to deliberate “in a room with poor acoustics” or one “filled with 
sensory stimulates” such as “flickering [. . .] lights,” those with hearing and 
attention challenges and individuals on the autism spectrum are respectively 
shut out.97 Finally, if the organizers do not take into account the prohibitive 
costs associated with assistive technologies as well as human assistants, par-
ticipation of many PWDs, especially CD individuals, will be undermined. A 
non-ableist theory of deliberative democracy recognizes that in order to 
deliver on the possibilities of participation of cognitively disabled individu-
als, we need to remain reflective and responsive to the conditions that enable 
that participation.
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