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Types of Conventions 

Jonathan Mendez and Fernando Wheatley, 
(eds.) Patterns of Constitutional Design: The 
Role of Citizens and Elites in Constitution-
Making (Ashgate, 2013) 
 
• 700 constitutional conventions since 1780 
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Iceland vs UK? 

Elite appointed, elite 
ratification 

• The experts that matter 
are ‘in the room’ 

• But: 

– Tendency to play safe, 
and 

 

– how much buy in? 

Elected, ratified by 
referendum 

• Involvement of citizens 

• But: 

– Experts tend to be 
sidelined, and 

– Members feel they have 
a mandate to represent 
certain interests 
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Deliberation 



The Irish Constitutional Convention 

• Origins 

• How it works/what it does 

• An assessment 



The origins of the Irish Constitutional 
Convention 



• Ireland’s economic crisis and the 2011 general 
election 

• The new government’s commitment to 
political and economic reform 

• Citizens’ assemblies on electoral reform in 
British Columbia (2004) and Ontario (2007) 
and the Dutch citizen’s forum (BürgerForum) 
of 2006 



• 100 members (66 citizens; 33 politicians) 

• Random selection 

– Citizen members don’t feel they have a ‘mandate’ 

– Experts are brought in as expert advisors, not as 
members 

– Politicians are also in the room as ‘fellow 
members’ 



• 8 topics 
– Electoral reform 

– same-sex marriage 

– role of women in politics & public life 

– voting age 

– blasphemy; 

– votes for emigrants (in presidential elections)  

– …./… 

– Should the presidential term be 7 years or 5? 



www.Constitution.ie  

http://www.Constitution.ie


The work of the Irish Constitutional 
Convention 



• How it works 

– Expert briefings 

– Small table deliberation (with facilitators) 



Irish Constitutional Convention 

Citizen members 

Note taker 

Facilitator 

Politician 



• What it’s done (to date) 

– From 8 topics to 35 recommendations (16 
requiring referendums) 

• Same-sex marriage 

• votes at 16 

• citizen initiatives 

• votes (in presidential elections) for citizens overseas 
and in Northern Ireland 

• parliamentary reform 

• … etc. 



A (preliminary) assessment of the Irish 
Constitutional Convention 



• Composition 

– Mixing citizens and politicians 

• Agenda 

– ‘Any other amendments’ 



Regional meetings in 
Dublin, Cork, Galway, 
among other places 



• Composition 

– Mixing citizens and politicians 

• Agenda 

– ‘Any other amendments’ 

• Limited advisory role 

– But, so far 3 referendums are promised 



A second Irish Constitutional 
Convention? 


