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Preface

When it comes to representation, one thing, but perhaps only 
one thing, is undeniable: it is a concept that encompasses an 
extraordinary range of meanings and applications, stretching 
from mental images to economic transactions, and from legal 
process to theatrical performance. These various yet related 
senses of the term are all implicated, if not confused, in 
ongoing debates about political representation. Our aim in 
this book is to bring out the many different strands that are 
contained in the concept of representation, without losing 
sight of its absolute centrality for modern politics. Accounts 
of representation often pursue one or other of these goals, 
but not usually both. When the concept of representation is 
explored in its various different guises – particularly when 
the discussion moves towards representation considered as 
an aesthetic, legal or philosophical idea – then the focus tends 
to drift away from politics. Meanwhile, specifi cally political 
treatments of representation are liable to impose an artifi cial 
uniformity on the concept, pinning it down to a particular 
defi nition or application. On these accounts, representation 
is usually defi ned in terms of democracy, and limited to a 
narrow role within democratic theory.

Instead, we want to defi ne representation in its own terms, 
which means exploring not just its non-democratic but also 
its non-political uses. But at the same time, we want to argue 
that representation is the key concept for understanding the 



viii  Preface

workings of modern, democratic states. In making this case, 
we will be drawing an explicit connection between the variety 
of uses to which the concept of representation can be put and 
its particular usefulness in the construction of the most durable 
and powerful political institutions of the modern world. The 
central role that the concept of representation has played in 
our politics is in large part a result of its inherent fl exibility. 
Representation is able to accommodate the range of different 
perspectives that all modern states must contain and to do 
justice to the political confl icts that can result. This book aims 
to show how this came about, what makes it possible, and 
what might follow from it both now and in the future.

Structure of the book

The book is divided into three main parts plus an epilogue, 
each of which emphasizes a different aspect of the concept 
of representation: its history, its internal logic, its political 
consequences, its potential future. The parts can be read 
separately but they deal with many overlapping themes and 
it is only when these are taken together that a full picture of 
the concept of representation emerges.

The fi rst two chapters explore the historical origins of 
representation and its evolution into a distinctively political 
concept, allied to a distinctive political institution, the modern 
state. In these chapters, we identify the different non-political 
sources of the concept of representation (in law, religion, 
theatre) and the different ways that the concept was used to 
underpin the development of various social and political ass-
ociations (churches, cities, parliaments). We also emphasize 
how representation came before democracy in the history of 
modern politics. The story we tell is therefore not of the 
emergence of something called ‘representative democracy’, in 
which democracy is the foundational idea, and representation 
simply the qualifi cation. Rather, it is the story of the ways 
in which democracy has qualifi ed the underlying basis of 
rep resentative government.

The next two chapters are primarily analytical and examine 
the many different ways in which it is possible to conceive of 
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the representation fi rst of individuals, and then of groups. 
The representation of groups can be understood as an exten-
sion of the representation of individuals but, as we try to 
show, it can also generate its own dynamic and its own par-
ticular problems, many of which are of crucial importance 
for politics. The source of some of these problems are best 
explored by looking at various legal or economic models of 
representation, which highlight the diffi culty of fi xing the 
relationship between the individual and the group. Among 
the themes we discuss in these chapters are how different 
models of representation impact on questions of personal 
identity, of group rationality, and of collective responsibility. 
These are diffi cult topics, and nothing about the representa-
tion of groups is straightforward. As a result, chapter 4 in 
particular contains a small amount of technical material 
related to the problems of collective action. We have tried 
to make this material as accessible as possible.

The fi nal two chapters develop these themes while also 
introducing some normative considerations. We explore a 
number of issues in contemporary political theory and 
contemporary politics, relating fi rst to the representation 
of the state, and then to representation in international 
politics. Various forms of international representation, par-
ticularly those involving non-governmental organizations, 
suggest that we may be moving beyond the state as the 
primary locus of representative politics. At the same time, 
various important ethical questions, concerning for example 
the representation of the global poor, suggest that we ought 
to be moving beyond the state. Yet it is far from clear 
that representation beyond the state can compete with 
the distinctive forms of representation that states are still 
able to offer, and we discuss the reasons why this might 
be so.

In the light of the resilience of the representative state, we 
consider in an epilogue one of the most important questions 
of all: How might the future, including the future of the 
planet itself, be represented within the politics of the present, 
and with what prospects of success? This is a pressing ques-
tion, and it is ultimately the pressing question, running 
throughout the book, about the spatial and temporal limits 
of representative politics.



x  Preface

Terminology and types of representation

Many writers about representation offer typologies of the 
concept, in order to distinguish between its basic different 
forms. The terminology of these typologies tends to vary. So 
does the number of types for which they allow. For some 
authors – notably Hanna Pitkin, who remains the most infl u-
ential writer on this topic – representation essentially revolves 
around a set of binary distinctions. The most basic of these 
is between ‘substantive’ and ‘formal’ representation, which 
leads to a distinction between representation as acting for and 
representation as standing for (Pitkin 1967). Within each of 
these categories, there are then further distinctions to be 
drawn, for example between ‘independent’ and ‘mandated’ 
ways of acting for others, or between ‘symbolic’ and ‘descrip-
tive’ ways of standing for them.

Other writers prefer to use three-way distinctions, separat-
ing out, for example, ‘enactive’, ‘interpretive’ and ‘simulative’ 
representation – or, to put it another way, representation as 
‘instruction’, representation as ‘interpretation’ and represen-
tation as ‘replication’ (Pettit 2006). Alternatively, it is possible 
to divide representation up according to the different non-
political idioms in which the concept originated: here, the 
signifi cant distinction is between ‘juridical’, ‘theatrical’ and 
‘pictorial’ versions (Skinner 2005).

In this book, our preference is for the three-way rather than 
the two-way distinctions. To put it at its simplest, our basic 
division is between these three types of representation:

1. Representation where the representatives are told what 
to do.

2. Representation where the representatives decide what 
to do.

3. Representation where the representatives copy what 
to do.

However, nothing is quite so simple. One complication is 
that in different contexts different terminologies are better 
equipped to capture these distinctions. So we borrow from a 
number of different terminologies throughout the book – 
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including Pitkin’s, Pettit’s and Skinner’s – as appropriate. A 
more signifi cant complication is that none of these different 
types of representation is self-contained: each is capable 
of blurring into the other. To take just one example: it is 
perfectly possible to instruct representatives to decide for 
themselves how to act. This immediately blurs the distinction 
between types (1) and (2). Equally, various concepts cut 
across the distinction between these different forms of 
rep resentation. ‘Trust’, for instance, is often identifi ed with 
models of representation in which the representatives exercise 
their own judgement in how to act (this is particularly true 
when representation is described in the language of ‘trustee-
ship’). However, trust is an issue in all forms of representation 
– we need to trust those we instruct to act for us, and people 
may be more likely to trust representatives who resemble 
them in important ways. Trusteeship also blurs the lines 
between the different idioms. It is an essentially legal idea and 
derives from juridical uses of the term; but it borrows much 
from theatrical conceptions of representation, in which it is 
the job of the representative to bring whatever is being 
represented to life.

However, more important than these potential overlaps is 
another feature of representation that we emphasize through-
out this book: any conception of representation, of whatever 
type, is bound to contain within it tensions that allow it to 
be deployed in different ways. These tensions derive from the 
gap that must always exist between the representative and 
the represented, no matter how closely one might try to tie 
them together. If there were no difference between them – if 
representative and represented were identical – then we would 
not be dealing with representation but with mere presenta-
tion, or simple acts of display. The tensions inherent in the 
concept of re-presentation can be characterized as a kind of 
paradox – the paradox of simultaneous presence and absence 
– which is how they were described by Hanna Pitkin (Pitkin 
1968). Alternatively, they can be traced back to limitations 
of a more practical nature, such as the unavoidable asym-
metries of information, time lags and breaks in communica-
tion that must lie between representatives and those whom 
they represent. Either way, representation should be under-
stood as a concept that not only has a variety of different 
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forms, but in all its different forms is capable of various 
different emphases. The question is whether this inherent 
ambiguity is a weakness or a strength. Some political theorists 
assume it must be a weakness, because it introduces ambigu-
ity to the heart of politics. But in this book, we try to explain 
how it might also be a strength because of the way it allows 
certain questions to remain open, or at least to be answered 
in different ways, depending on what is required, and by 
whom. This is an openness that is central to the competi-
tive, refl exive and fl uid nature of any democratic polity and 
it suggests that, without representation, there would be no 
democracy at all.



Part I
The History of 
Representation





1
The Roots of Political 
Representation

The idea of representation is modern; it comes to us from 
feudal government, that iniquitous and absurd form of 
government in which the human species is degraded, and 
the name of man dishonoured. In ancient republics and 
even in monarchies, the people never had representa-
tives; the very word was unknown.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Representation is everywhere in the state of society. 
Before the representative system there was nothing but 
usurpation, superstition and folly.

Abbé Sieyès

Sieyès was right: representation is everywhere in modern 
societies. It permeates our everyday lives to such an extent 
that we hardly notice it. Our innermost thoughts are made 
up of representations of the external world; the language 
we use consists of words that serve to represent those 
thoughts; works of art and other images are able to represent 
all the things that human beings are capable of imagining, 
including ideas that we cannot put into words. Representa-
tion also functions on a more practical level: actors rep-
resent characters on the stage, lawyers represent their 
clients in court, agents represent their employers in business 
transactions. Yet none of these forms of representation is 
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distinctively modern; they have all played a part in social 
existence from ancient times onwards, even if the word 
‘representation’ has not always been used to describe what is 
going on. What is distinctive about the modern world is the 
role that representation has played in shaping its politics. All 
modern states are representative states, in that they are all 
founded on the ability of their governments to speak and 
act in the name of the people. There were earlier intimations 
of this way of thinking in the politics of the ancient 
and medieval worlds. But it is only in the modern era that it 
has become unavoidable as a way of doing politics. It is 
impossible to conceive of political institutions on the scale 
and of the power of modern states without making use of 
the idea of representation.

Yet because representation is so ubiquitous as a concept, 
functioning in so many different settings, it is sometimes 
tempting to doubt its continued political signifi cance. Many 
contemporary political theorists have come to suspect that 
representation is something of a distraction when thinking 
about politics. Because it is an idea drawn from outside poli-
tics – its origins lie in the worlds of art, law and religion – it 
is easy to believe that all it can do is open up political theory 
to the potential dangers and distractions of foreign disci-
plines. It appears to threaten to turn political thought 
into literary or aesthetic theory, or alternatively to swamp 
political ideas in the murky waters of metaphysics and epis-
temology. As a result, contemporary political theorists prefer 
to concentrate on the problems of democracy and in most 
cases have given the concept of representation a wide berth. 
Some of those who do address representation explicitly have 
come to the conclusion that it is too vague an idea to 
make sense of democratic politics (Przeworski 1999, Shapiro 
2003). Democracy has the advantage that it is at its origin 
a purely political idea and, though it may be hard to know 
how democracy can work in practice, it is not hard to 
know what the word itself means: it means rule by the 
people. Representation, even considered purely as a word, 
seems inherently ambiguous. It implies, simultaneously, a 
presence and an absence: the presence that comes from being 
re-presented, and the absence that comes from needing to 
be re-presented. Given this indeterminacy and apparent 
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inconsistency, there is a strong attraction in reducing the 
concept of representation to a purely instrumental role and 
allowing it to be subsumed into the more tractable concerns 
of electoral politics and democratic accountability. That, for 
the most part, is where it exists in academic writing about 
politics today.

This book challenges this pervading tendency. Its central 
tenet is that representation cannot be dismissed as an analyti-
cal category, precisely because modern politics, including 
modern democratic politics, would not be possible without 
it. Indeed, however troubling the idea of representation might 
be for the clear-cut mind of the analytical political theorist, 
the truth is that it is its inherently ambiguous character that 
gives representation the kind of fl exibility required to negoti-
ate those areas of modern political life (and they are many) 
in which two, apparently contradictory, answers are needed 
to one and the same question. Above all, it was only when 
the people could be conceived as being represented by their 
governments that it became possible to say that, where the 
government rules, it is the people who also rule. This is the 
central insight of modern politics and almost everything else 
follows from it. It is part of our purpose here to give this 
insight its proper place at the heart of the story of modern 
politics and to explore what does in fact follow from it. To 
do so, it is necessary to examine where the idea of representa-
tion came from and how it found its way into politics in the 
fi rst place.

In telling the early history of a concept as varied and as 
multiply useful as representation, three signifi cant diffi culties 
must be borne in mind. First, the word and the concept have 
not always coincided: at various points, ideas that we might 
recognize as belonging to the sphere of representation have 
been described by the use of different terms altogether. Second, 
the word itself has always been very hard to pin down, 
because it is specifi cally designed to convey a ‘dichotomous 
meaning’ (Pitkin 1967), even when it is being deployed in a 
practical setting. Third, throughout its history, the concept of 
representation has been described in a number of distinct 
idioms, with different implications for how rep resentation 
should work in practice (Skinner 2005). The main idioms for 
thinking about representation are as follows:
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• pictorial representation, according to which representa-
tives ought to resemble and stand in the place of the 
represented;

• theatrical representation, according to which representa-
tives ought to interpret, speak and act for the represented, 
thereby bringing them to life;

• juridical representation, according to which representa-
tives ought to act for the represented, with their consent 
and/or in their interests.

Each of these conceptions of representation is distinct; yet 
throughout the long history of the concept they have come 
together in a range of different combinations and settings, 
some of which have proved much more durable than 
others.

For all these reasons, the early history of the concept of 
representation is complex, and we can only offer the broad 
outlines here. Nevertheless, it is in the early history of the 
concept that almost all the ideas which inform modern 
varieties of political representation have their roots. The 
setting of the modern state provides the location for the 
peculiarly durable and effective form of politics that we call 
‘representative democracy’. But the ideas that have been 
combined to create that form of politics pre-date the modern 
state entirely.

Representation in the ancient world

Rousseau, as quoted in the epigraph, was essentially correct 
when he pointed out that the ancient Greek and Roman 
republics did not talk about ‘representatives’ (Rousseau 1997: 
114). It is true that many of the important functions of 
Athenian democracy were performed by individuals or 
small groups acting in the name of the Athenian people, 
having either been elected or selected by lot for that purpose 
(Hansen 1991). But the language of representation simply did 
not exist to describe these roles: ancient Greek had no equiva-
lent term. The terminology of representation is of Roman 
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origin. However, the Latin verb repraesentare, from which 
our modern word derives, did not initially mean ‘to represent’ 
in anything like the modern sense (i.e., of speaking or acting 
in another’s name). Rather, the primary senses of the term 
were (i) paying immediately or in ready money, and (ii) 
showing or presenting in person, especially when presenting 
oneself to or before another person. Hence the underlying 
idea was closer to our current notion of literal ‘presentation’ 
– of giving something an immediate or initial presence – than 
of ‘re-presentation’. For example, a general or politician who 
introduced himself before the waiting crowd in Rome was 
said in the original Latin to ‘represent’ himself, whereas we 
would say, in describing exactly the same practice today, that 
he ‘presents’ himself before his audience.

Nevertheless, the idea of what we would now call repre-
sentation, meaning a kind of ‘acting for’, was already at work 
in Rome, despite the non-use for that purpose of the word 
itself. For instance, in Roman law, someone’s representative 
in a lawsuit was variously called his actor, cognitor, procura-
tor, tutor or curator, though never his repraesentor. In Roman 
political thought, the term that came closest to capturing 
what would later be thought of as a relationship of represen-
tation between different agents was drawn not from law but 
from the world of the theatre, and in particular the practice 
of mask-wearing. The language employed to describe this 
practice was that of the persona.

The word persona was originally used for the clay, wooden 
or bark mask worn by actors on the stage, indicating to the 
audience the character whose role they were playing. The 
republican political philosopher Cicero (106–43 bc) extended 
the meaning of the term to include the different personages, 
or parts, that any one of us sustains in everyday life. Just as 
actors changed their masks as they played different roles on 
the stage, so people performed different roles, with specifi c 
duties (offi cia) attached to them, throughout their lives. 
At times, this role-playing took on the nature of a private 
rehearsal for the parts one might have to play on the public 
stage. Cicero illustrated this in his De Oratore with the 
example of Antonius, an advocate who prepared himself 
for an important legal case by acting out the parts of the 



8  The History of Representation

three persons involved, namely his own, his adversary’s 
and that of the judge (Cicero 1942). Similarly, magistrates, 
as players of public roles, were expected to bear the person 
of the city (gerere personam civitatis) and to behave 
appropriately, in accordance with the stringent duties that 
came with the right to speak and act in the city’s name 
(Cicero 1913).

Meanwhile, in the later Roman period, the vocabulary of 
representation began to be extended to convey a somewhat 
different idea, that of giving something an additional or 
substitute presence by standing in for the thing being repre-
sented. In the legal context of the repayment of debts, reprae-
sentare came to mean the making good of a sum of money 
that had been originally promised but had not been forthcom-
ing; that is, of standing in for the original debt. More signifi -
cantly, the noun repraesentatio also began to be used to 
refer to mental images (‘representations’) of the outside 
world, conveyed to the mind by the senses, or conjured 
up by the suggestive powers of oratory (Quintilian 2001). 
This internal picturing had its external counterpart in 
works of art, or likenesses, through which the outward 
appearance of a person, or an object, was faithfully repro-
duced, and thereby re-presented to the observer’s gaze (Pliny 
1952). These images too were called repraesentationes. Thus 
the term came to convey not simply real presence but 
an artifi cial presence realistically conveyed by someone or 
something else.

These different senses of the term ‘representation’ were 
deployed in a variety of different settings to convey a broadly 
similar idea of ‘substitution’. But in neither its legal nor its 
more aesthetic uses was the word connected up with the idea 
of ‘acting for’ another person, nor with the notion of ‘playing 
a role’. It was only with the birth of Christianity, and its 
theological controversies, that the word took on a broader 
meaning, one that could cover the relationship between 
entities that did not necessarily resemble each other but were 
nevertheless capable of taking one another’s part. It was here, 
in Christian thought, that the language of representation 
came to overlap with the idea of the persona, paving the way 
for a novel understanding of the term: a relationship between 
‘persons’ able to stand in for one another by dint of the bond 
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between them, rather than simply because of a likeness that 
they happened to share.

The fi rst recorded instance of the term ‘representation’ 
being used in this new sense comes from Tertullian (c. ad  
155–230), a Roman theologian and early Christian apologist, 
who, in a discussion of the Trinity, refers to the Son as rep-
resentative (repraesentor) of the Father. He also resorts to the 
language of representation to describe the manner in which 
Jesus, at the Last Supper, represented (repraesentat) his body 
with the bread (a relation, clearly, that cannot have been 
founded on mere likeness but on a more complex symbolism). 
In addition to these theological claims, Tertullian made use 
of the idea of representation when thinking about the rela-
tionship between the church and its members. He uses the 
verb repraesentare to denote the idea that a single and more 
signifi cant entity can be taken to stand for the many scattered 
and less important entities that make it up (Hofmann 1974). 
Here, representation is founded precisely on a notion of dif-
ference, or superior capacity. This was the origin of an idea 
that was to have profound signifi cance in the medieval period: 
the principle that the leading members (the valentior pars, or 
weightier part) were an appropriate body to represent the 
entire community and could be assumed to stand in for the 
people as a whole (universitas).

But if Tertullian marks an important shift in the potential 
political application of the idea of representation, his employ-
ment of the term lacks one crucial element that we have 
subsequently come to associate with it. This is the idea that 
representatives are able to speak and act for those they rep-
resent because they have been specifi cally authorized to do 
so. The earliest identifi cation of the concept of representation 
with the principle of authorization seems to have come from 
a letter from Pope Gregory the Great (ad 540–640) to a local 
congregation, in which he reassures them that, through the 
appointment of a new bishop, ‘our authority will be repre-
sented by someone to whom we give instructions when we 
ourselves are unable to be present’ (Gregory 1899: 1). Here, 
then, is a use of the term that recognizably foreshadows its 
later meaning as a form of political delegation: the represen-
tative does not simply embody or symbolize another entity, 
but acts under instruction. On this understanding, power 
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clearly lies with the represented and not the representative, 
which is the opposite of what happened when the signifi cant 
persons in a community were said to ‘represent’ the whole. 
But two things are worth noting about this early link between 
representation and delegated power. First, it remained a rela-
tively uncommon use of the term, compared with its use to 
denote likeness or some other symbolic connection. Second, 
this was still power coming down from above: representation 
was a way for the pope to communicate with his outlying 
congregations, not the other way round.

Representing the church and 
representing the city

By the Middle Ages, three competing conceptions of repre-
sentation had evolved from the ideas described above: (1) 
descriptive representation or mimesis (in the sense of similar 
things standing in for each other); (2) symbolic representation 
or representation as embodiment (as in the greater embody-
ing the lesser); (3) representation as authorization or delega-
tion (Tierney 1983). All of these ideas had begun to play a 
signifi cant role in the theological and ecclesiological writings 
of the period. Of these different conceptions of representa-
tion, the third was the one with the most obvious connection 
to legal and political questions concerning the distribution of 
power. Yet on its own, it was able to do little work and 
seemed merely a tool of established authority, particularly 
within the governance of the church, where the fi rst two 
conceptions played a much greater role. It was only when the 
concept of representation was brought together with another 
legal idea, that of the corporation, that its political potential 
began to be realized.

The legal conception of the corporation provided canon 
lawyers with a device for thinking about the distribution of 
power within ecclesiastical bodies and the vexed question 
of the relationship between their heads and their members 
(Pennington 2006). For example, when discussing the rela-
tionship between a bishop and his chapter, medieval canonists 
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deve loped the notion of the cathedral chapter as a moral or 
corporate entity which could be understood as being ‘rep-
resented’ by its head, the bishop. But this was still representa-
tion in a symbolic sense only: the bishop was considered able 
to represent the chapter by dint of being the embodiment of 
its unity, rather than because the members of the diocese had 
authorized him to act on their behalf (a bishop’s authority, 
as we have seen, came down from the pope, not up from 
the local community). A similar argument was deployed to 
describe the governance of the church as a whole. This too 
could be imagined as one body, consisting of the entire com-
munity of the faithful, of which the pope was the head, and 
kings, emperors and other rivals for the pope’s power simply 
members. In these defences of papal supremacy, the role of 
representation was twofold: to emphasize the capacity of the 
pope to symbolize the unity of the whole church (representa-
tion as embodiment) and to draw attention to echoes of that 
unity running all the way through the governance of the 
church down to the local level (representation as mimesis). 
There was no place here for representation as a limitation 
upon the exercise of power, certainly not so far as the pope’s 
own powers were concerned. These came from God, and 
were effectively unlimited.

But the idea of the corporation also provided ammunition 
for those theorists who wished to defend other rulers against 
the threat posed by the papacy, chief amongst whom was the 
theologian and Aristotelian philosopher Marsilius of Padua 
(c.1275–c.1343), who linked the theory of the corporation 
with an alternative conception of representation, to argue 
that political authority should be founded on popular consent. 
For Marsilius, all legitimate government rested on the ulti-
mate authority of the people – the whole corporation of free 
citizens, whom he called the universitas civium (Marsilius 
2005). He described the people in their corporate capacity as 
‘the human legislator’ and claimed it was the consent of this 
entity that made laws binding. On the question of how the 
people were to express their consent, Marsilius returned to 
the familiar idea that the corporate will of the citizen body 
could be represented by the will of its wisest and weightiest 
part, the best of its citizens. Likewise, if this select group 
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disagreed among themselves, Marsilius argued that the rep-
resentative body could itself be represented by its more 
numerous and more prudent part. This formulation raises the 
obvious question of whether prudence can always be expected 
to be embodied in the views of the majority. But Marsilius 
circumvented this diffi culty by introducing an additional con-
ception of representation, one that went beyond mere embodi-
ment and moved towards an idea of delegation. The elected 
magistrates of the people, he argues, must act as ‘the rep-
resentatives of the whole body of the citizens, and of their 
authority’ (vicem et auctoritatem universitatis civium reprae-
sentantes) (Marsilius 2005: 8). Moreover, their election is 
premised on their competence and of this the people are the 
ultimate judge.

On Marsilius’s account, the people could be represented in 
this way because they were a person in their own right, with 
a corporate identity of their own. A similar argument was 
deployed by the Roman lawyer Bartolus of Sassoferrato 
(1313–57), who claimed that corporate agency within an 
Italian city republic belonged to the people themselves, which 
is what gave them the capacity to be represented by magis-
trates acting in their name (and what gave those magistrates 
the capacity to defend the people’s political arrangements 
against anyone who wanted to usurp them). But where did 
the people’s corporate identity come from? For Marsilius, the 
answer was a mixture of theology and classical philosophy: 
the people were a corporate entity because God had ordained 
it and Aristotle had confi rmed it. For Bartolus, there was 
simply no general answer at all – it was partly a question of 
size, since not all communities qualifi ed as peoples; some 
simply weren’t big enough. In defi nitional terms his argu-
ment was somewhat circular: free peoples had a corporate 
identity because they were big enough to need representa-
tives, and they needed representatives because they were 
corporate entities.

But during the thirteenth century another way of answer-
ing this question had emerged. Pope Innocent IV (1195–
1254), who was also one of the leading lawyers of his age, 
made the case that corporate agents were simply a species of 
persona fi cta – fi ctitious persons – and that their collective 
agency did not empower their representatives but was rather 
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empowered by them. In other words, the people were not 
a collective person in their own right and, just like any 
other disparate and potentially disputatious group of ind-
ividuals, needed representatives in order to act; without 
representatives, they were powerless. This made corporate 
personality a condition of representation, rather than the 
other way around. And in answer to the question where did 
the power to represent the people come from if the people 
were incapable of bestowing it themselves, the lawyers who 
followed Innocent were ready with their response: it depended 
on the gift of the law-giver, which in any given case might 
mean either the emperor or the pope.

So by the fourteenth century, the idea of representation had 
become bound up with contrasting understandings of the 
relationship between a group’s corporate personality and its 
capacity to act. For some, group personality was a precondi-
tion of representation; for others, representation was a pre-
condition of group personality. But in neither case was the 
idea of representation a free-standing one: its role depended 
on its place in some higher scheme of thought, whether legal 
or theological. Nor did these arguments about corporate 
personality remain divorced from questions of symbolic rep-
resentation. Instead, the two became inextricably entwined in 
the ongoing battle between the supporters and the opp onents 
of supreme papal power (Burns and Izbicki 1998).

The conciliar movement that began towards the end of the 
fourteenth century drew on the theory of group personality 
to argue that the unity of the church resulted from the cor-
porate association of its members, not from its subordination 
to a single papal head. The pope’s authority was therefore 
partly ministerial – it was delegated to him by the congrega-
tion of the faithful. But the conciliarists also argued that the 
faithful needed a representative body of their own to take 
decisions on their behalf. They identifi ed this body as the 
general council of the church which they believed could claim 
fi nal authority in all questions of church governance. The 
most important of these questions was how to protect the 
church against the possibility of papal heresy or misrule 
(Tierney 1982).

In explaining why councils represented the corporate will 
of the church more reliably than any pope, conciliarists 
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brought together ideas that were to become of crucial impor-
tance for the evolution of secular representative institutions: 
the necessity of consent for authoritative jurisdiction; the idea 
that representative assemblies (rather than single fi gureheads) 
were the proper locus of collective decision-making; the 
notion that the wisest part could represent the will of the 
whole (Tierney 1983). We also see here a combination of 
ideas drawn from the different idioms of representative 
thought: representation as a form of delegation (by now 
closely identifi ed with the principle of election, since the 
council was composed of elected priests and laymen); repre-
sentation as symbolism (the council, in its wisdom, symbol-
ized the essence of the wider church); but also, crucially, 
representation as mimesis, since the conciliarists claimed that 
the council could act as a kind of microcosm of the entire 
Christian community, with its diversity of members refl ecting 
the different parts and classes of the wider church. This last 
– the representation of diversity by a diversely constituted 
assembly – was something no pope was able to do.

The pope did have the symbolic advantage of the unity of 
his person when seeking to represent the unity of the church, 
but this line of argument raised serious diffi culties too (Para-
vicini-Bagliani 2000). The physical transience of an individual 
pope’s body stood in obvious tension with the church’s insti-
tutional continuity. Nor did popes have recourse to the 
institutional devices available to kings, who preserved the 
continuity of the state through an unbroken chain of succes-
sion (‘The King is dead; long live the King’). The papacy was 
not dynastic and depended on election by cardinals, leaving 
inevitable gaps between one pope and the next. Thus the 
device that gave popes some rival claim to legitimacy in the 
face of conciliar arguments, the fact of their election, also 
served to undermine their claim to embody in their own 
person the ongoing life of the church.

The conciliar movement suggested two signifi cant things 
about the rapidly emerging concept of representation: fi rst, 
that it could be deployed on behalf of the wider community 
against the supremacy of its symbolic head; and second, that 
on its own this argument was not enough. The apparently 
superior ‘representativeness’ of the general council was not 
in the end suffi cient to withstand the greater power of 
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the papacy, and in 1517 conciliarism was fi nally defeated. 
The real lesson of this struggle was that the concept of 
representation could not yet settle political controversies on 
this scale; all it could do, for now, was to complicate them. 
Evidence that the concept of representation could be decisive 
for questions of political authority was only provided in a 
different, and relatively more modest, setting: not the battle 
between popes and their councils but between kings and their 
parliaments.

The rise of parliamentary representation

There are some obvious parallels between the rise of the 
ecclesiastical conciliar movement and the emergence of 
secular representative assemblies all over Europe during 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The spread of rep-
resentative institutions in both spheres, religious and secular, 
was informed by two fundamental principles borrowed 
from Roman private law (Clarke 1936; Edwards 1970). First 
was the notion of plena potestas, according to which a 
corporate group could consent to being represented by a 
proctor with full power to bind its members by his actions. 
Second, the maxim ‘Quod omnes tangit’, according to which 
whatever touches the interests and rights of all is to be 
approved by all, through their appointed representatives 
who bear full powers to act in the name of their constituents. 
But in the setting of emerging parliaments, these ideas did 
not operate as a meaningful constraint on royal power. 
Rather, they made parliaments instruments of royal authority, 
whereby kings could profi tably publicize, elicit consent to 
and put into practice new measures of government and 
fi nance. The primary role of representative assemblies was 
not to broker consent but to guarantee it, by ensuring that 
decisions taken at the centre could be reliably translated 
back to the localities. In this sense, medieval parliaments 
were more about representing the king to the people than 
the people to the king. They provided a dependable means, 
as we might now put it, for the Crown to get its message 
across.
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But parliaments served other functions as well, particularly 
in England where a number of competing principles beyond 
the Roman legal ones were in operation (Davies and Denton 
1981; Seaward 2006). These included the feudal notion 
that any political superior, including the king, had the cus-
tomary responsibility to seek auxilium et consilium (aid 
and consent) from those bound to him when undertaking 
any enterprise requiring their cooperation (above all, when 
going to war). At the same time, medieval England had seen 
the growth of a wide range of local, self-governed communi-
ties (counties, towns, boroughs, cities), each of which was 
endowed with a corporate identity and deemed capable of 
being represented within a national system of consultation 
and consent. These local communities had their own models 
of representation, connected with their use of juries, shire 
courts and other local assemblies. Finally, parliament’s role 
was shaped by the growing practice of presenting petitions 
for the relief of grievances to the king and his council (Brand 
2004; Zaret 2000). These came via parliament, and led to 
the development of the practice of common petitioning, or 
concerted action, by knights and burgesses, often to criticize 
royal policy. This served to give members of parliament 
an increasing awareness of themselves as a single body, 
capable of representing wider dissatisfaction with the state 
of the kingdom.

Parliamentary representatives throughout the medieval 
period found themselves pulled in two different directions. 
On the one hand, the assumption that they possessed ‘full 
powers’ to bind their constituents made them vehicles of 
kingly power; on the other, the traditions of local representa-
tion, feudal obligation and collective petitioning gave them 
an apparent duty to refer back to their constituents before 
taking binding decisions. The result was that a split emerged 
within the concept of representation between the authority 
to act and the need to consult. Though medieval members of 
parliament were meant to come with plena potestas, they 
often lacked full power to consent on behalf of their consti-
tuents without consultation. Indeed, it was common practice 
for the constituency to issue instructions, though these were 
mostly limited to issues of local concern; and representatives, 
in their turn, often felt the need to give an account of their 
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actions to their constituents, in particular if taxation had been 
agreed to. Yet all the while this demand for consultation was 
growing, efforts were being made to ensure that members of 
parliament remained free from external pressures when dis-
cussing and voting on major affairs of state. This was signifi -
cantly helped by the fact that parliament’s proceedings 
remained private, carried out far from the eyes and the ears 
of the general public.

Medieval parliamentary representation foreshadowed 
some of the familiar tensions of later forms of representative 
politics – above all, the clash between instruction and inde-
pendence as principles of action. But what the medieval 
parliament lacked was a durable sense of itself as a single 
representative body, capable of speaking for the nation as a 
whole. This only arrived during the sixteenth century with 
the evolution of the idea of the ‘king-in-parliament’ – the 
single sovereign body responsible for the making and unmak-
ing of law (Elton 1969). With this doctrine came a new way 
of conceiving the relationship between parliamentary repre-
sentatives and those whom they represented. In some respects, 
the building blocks of this conception were familiar because 
they drew on existing models of political representation, 
including those we have already seen at work in the ecclesi-
astical sphere. What was new was the confi dence with which 
they were expressed and the insistence that parliamentary 
representation now provided the basis for thinking about 
political authority as a whole.

The foremost Elizabethan theorist of parliamentary repre-
sentation was Sir Thomas Smith (1513–77), who saw in the 
idea of king-in-parliament a symbolic representation of the 
entire realm. The king was its ‘head’, and the three estates – 
bishops, lords and commons – together made up the body of 
the kingdom. Thus parliament was a political embodiment of 
the complete realm, symbolizing in miniature form all its 
constituent parts. As Smith famously put it, ‘every English-
man is intended to be there present, either in person or by 
procuration and attorneys, of what pre-eminence, state, dig-
nities, or qualities whatsoever he be, from the Prince (be he 
king or queen) to the lowest person of England. And the 
consent of Parliament is taken to be every man’s consent’ 
(Smith 1982: 79).
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But if this were true, then representation could not be 
limited to acting on behalf of those who voted for members 
of parliament, let alone allowing them to issue instructions. 
The procurators and attorneys in parliament had also to act 
for those who were disenfranchised – as the ‘lowest’ persons 
of England most assuredly were – and to assume that the 
interests of all classes could be incorporated with those of the 
worthiest estates and represented through them. Smith’s con-
ception of parliament as ‘the most high and absolute power 
in the realm of England’ (Smith 1982: 79), whose acts could 
be taken to denote the consent of literally every person in the 
kingdom, was an early version of what would later be called 
the doctrine of ‘virtual’ representation, whereby the disen-
franchised, despite having no say in who represented them, 
were still said to be present in parliament. It also marked an 
important break between the ideas of representation/consent 
on the one hand and authorization/election on the other.

In his view of parliamentary representation, Smith reserved 
a special place of honour for the fi gure of the speaker, who 
symbolized the voice of parliament itself by acting ‘as the 
mouth of them all’ (Smith 1982: 82). This was representation 
as a form of institutional impersonation: the speaker played 
the part of spokesperson for parliament by adopting a persona 
consistent with that role. But in one of the ironies of parlia-
mentary history, it was in the role of speaker that Sir Edward 
Coke (1552–1634), perhaps the greatest of all English jurists, 
went beyond the views of Sir Thomas Smith by arguing that 
within the corporate body of king-in-parliament, its different 
parts fulfi lled different representative functions. Coke drew 
the distinction as follows: ‘That his Majesty and the Nobles 
being every one a great person, represented but themselves, 
but his Commons though they were but inferiour men, yet 
every one of them represented a thousand men’ (D’Ewes 
1682: 515). On this account, kings and lords were not rep-
resentative of any identifi able version of the nation because 
they acted within their own sphere, and on their own behalf. 
Peers, in particular, owed their presence in parliament to 
the royal summons, not to election. They were the king’s 
councillors rather than the nation’s representatives. Only 
the commons were properly elected and truly representative 
of signifi cant numbers of men. This numerical superiority 
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was reason to think that the balance of power within parlia-
ment ought to shift from the unrepresentative few to the 
represented many.

Coke was not alone in drawing attention to the fact that 
the members of the House of Commons had special claims to 
represent the people at large. A similar argument was often 
deployed to resist attempts to curtail the independence of 
parliament, especially when the freedom of speech or freedom 
from arrest of its members was threatened. For example, a 
member of one of Elizabeth’s parliaments, speaking on behalf 
of a colleague who had been arrested, insisted that he should 
not be held in custody, ‘for as much as he was not now a 
private man, but, to supply the room, person and place of a 
multitude, specially chosen, and therefore sent [to parlia-
ment]’ (D’Ewes 1682: 175). The implication here was that 
elected representatives were ‘public’ men, in ways that those 
who owed their place in parliament to an accident of birth 
never could be. Some parliamentarians were developing very 
precise ideas of how this representation of a multitude by one 
public man should be conducted. William Hakewell, who 
would become an authority on parliamentary affairs, spoke as 
a young man in Elizabeth’s fi nal parliament of his passionate 
belief that representation was a matter not just of institutional 
impersonation but of putting oneself in another’s shoes. As 
representative men, he told his fellow members of parliament, 
‘we must lay down the respect of our persons, and put on 
others, and their affections for whom we speak: for they 
speak by us. If the matter which is spoken toucheth the poor, 
then think me a poor man. He that speaks, sometimes must 
be a Lawyer, sometimes a Painter, sometimes a Merchant, 
sometimes a mean Artifi cer’ (D’Ewes 1682: 667). The Cicero-
nian overtones were clear. So was the threat of more to come 
– the idea of being a public man was not very far removed 
from the thought of becoming a republican one.

King vs. parliament

During the fi rst part of the seventeenth century, with the 
Tudors replaced by the Stuarts, the House of Commons 
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became more and more conscious of its standing as a repre-
sentative institution with special links to the country at large 
(Hirst 1975). Its members made increasing play of their 
concern for the judgement of public opinion, while strategi-
cally using the notion of their accountability to those they 
represented to resist the king’s requests for money. But if 
parliament was showing its growing assertiveness, so too was 
revealed its obvious vulnerability. It remained an institution 
to be summoned at the king’s discretion and, if the king was 
unhappy with it, he could simply refuse to call it and seek to 
raise revenue in other ways. An indication of just how vulner-
able representative assemblies were in a world of absolute 
monarchs was provided in France, where the Estates General 
was not summoned at all from 1614 until the fateful year of 
1789. In England, the hiatus was briefer: Charles I chose to 
rule without convening parliament from 1629–40. In the 
meantime, however, the idea of parliament as the mouthpiece 
of the people, and the defender of its civil and religious 
liberties, did not go away. When parliament fi nally returned, 
the moment had come for a decisive resolution of the ques-
tion of what it meant to represent the English people.

The Long Parliament (1640–60) rested a substantial part 
of its case against Charles I on the claim that it was the rep-
resentative of the people of England. Chief among the par-
liamentary propagandists who sought to fl esh out this claim 
was Henry Parker (1604–52), one of the most original and 
articulate defenders of the legitimacy of parliament’s war 
with its king. Like many other parliamentarian writers of 
note (such as Charles Herle, William Prynne, William 
Hunton), Parker explicitly embraced an ‘ascending’ concep-
tion of politics, according to which all rulers received their 
powers from ‘below’ – that is, from the people, by some form 
of conditional agreement, covenant or trust. The people, as 
a corporate agent in its own right, was, in Parker’s words, 
‘the free and voluntary Author’ of monarchs and parliaments, 
two distinct ‘actors’ to whom it transferred the authority to 
act in its name (Parker 1642b). This transfer of power was 
but ‘conditionate and fi duciary’, and any particular magis-
trate was more or less absolute, as he was more or less 
trusted. Moreover, between these two fi duciary agents there 
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was an obvious discrepancy in the way in which they could 
act. Although the king was greater than any particular indi-
vidual (singulis major), he was necessarily less than the whole 
(universis minor), and therefore a mere delegate of the greater 
body of the people. Parliament alone could claim to represent 
the whole kingdom and if necessary to act on the people’s 
behalf in order to check the monarch’s tendency to despotism 
or misrule.

This, then, marks a decisive contrast between parliament’s 
‘representative’ capacity (and Parker was one of the fi rst 
people to refer to the individual members of parliament as 
‘representatives’ in their own right), and the mere delegated 
power of the king. But where did parliament’s unique ability 
to represent the wider community come from? Here, Parker 
went beyond mere authorization to draw on the idea that 
parliament also provided a faithful miniature image of the 
kingdom in its entirety. As he put it: ‘The composition of 
Parliaments, I say, takes away all jealousies, for it is so equally, 
and geometrically proportionable, and all the States do so 
orderly contribute their due parts therein’ (Parker 1642b: 23). 
So parliament was not simply an authorized actor, it was also 
a reliable substitute for the thing it represented. It was not 
long before this uneasy double conceptualization of parlia-
mentary supremacy encountered its critics. If non-freeholders 
and ‘nine parts of the men of the kingdom’ were effectively 
disenfranchised, how could these persons be said to have 
conveyed authority to parliament to act in their name? 
Equally, if even in the most popular state, ‘some of the poorer, 
and some of the younger sort, and women generally by reason 
of their Sexe are excluded’, how could parliament be said to 
offer a reliable representative sample of the people (Digges 
et al. 1642: 1)? Coming as they did from the Leveller and 
Royalist sides alike, these criticisms hinted at the fact that an 
argument for the inevitable identity of parliament and people 
was paving the way for a new parliamentary absolutism.

Parker had his answer but it was not one likely to set at 
rest the anxieties of his opponents. Parliament he claimed was 
not simply a miniaturized, map-like replication of the people; 
it was an improvement on the original, transforming the 
bulky and clumsy mass of the public into a manageable form: 
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‘The Parliament is indeed nothing else but the very people it 
self artifi cially congregated or reduced by an orderly election, 
and representation, into such a Senate or proportionable 
body’ (Parker 1644: 18). As the use of the word ‘Senate’ sug-
gests, Parker was returning to the familiar idea that a people 
could be best represented by being represented by its betters, 
the weightier or wisest part of the community. But Parker 
also insisted that the people had no independent identity at 
all except in and through the actions of its representatives. 
This was the strongest possible version of the claim that 
there was an indissoluble unity, or self-sameness, between 
people and parliament. ‘The whole Kingdome’, Parker main-
tained, ‘is not so properly the Author, as the essence in it selfe 
of Parliaments’ (Parker 1642b: 5). And if parliament was 
‘virtually the whole kingdom itself  .  .  .  indeed the State it self’, 
then it could not possibly be conceived that its judgment in 
‘matters of State as matters of Law’ could ever go against the 
people’s interests (Parker 1642b: 28). Parliament, Parker 
argued, would never be injurious to itself, which is what 
made it safe to entrust the representative assembly with essen-
tially unlimited powers. The thesis of the infallibility of 
parliament soon became common currency in parliamentary 
writings, making the idea of opposition to parliament tan-
tamount to self-contradiction. ‘Their judgment is our judg-
ment’, as one defender of parliamentary rule wrote, ‘and they 
that oppose the judgments of the Parliament oppose their 
own judgment’ (Anon. 1643).

To the Leveller critics of parliamentary despotism, this way 
of thinking had entirely lost sight of the principle of authori-
zation that ostensibly underlay it. Like the parliamentarians, 
the Levellers endorsed an ‘ascending’ theory of politics, which 
meant that only elected representative assemblies could have 
supreme authority to make laws, appoint magistrates and 
conduct foreign policy. But since the authority of these assem-
blies was a revocable trust from the people, their members 
should be responsive to the people and its interests or risk 
the withdrawal of their right to act. As Richard Overton put 
it, with a view to criticizing the increasingly tyrannical rule 
of the Long Parliament: ‘We are your principals, and you are 
our agents’ (Overton 1647). Moreover, as ‘representers of 
Free-men’, members of parliament ‘must be substantial and 
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real actors for freedome and liberty, for such as is the repre-
sented, such as no other must the fi gure be’ (Overton 1647: 
12). Overton’s radicalism is shown by the fact that he is 
advocating not only a mirroring of persons but also a mir-
roring of ideas: representation is here conceived as a way of 
replicating the principle on which the citizen body is consti-
tuted, that of freedom.

For representative assemblies to be fully responsive to the 
interests of the electors, new constitutional arrangements 
would be needed (Wootton 1991). The Levellers championed 
the frequent submission of representatives to the judge-
ment of the people (biennial parliaments), the ineligibility of 
MPs to sit in two successive parliaments, an increase in the 
numbers in the representative body, and the reorganization 
of parliamentary constituencies to refl ect the actual make-
up of the population. They also demanded a reconsideration 
of the question of who should be entitled to vote. In the 
Putney Debates of October–November 1647, these argu-
ments came to a head in a series of discussions between the 
elected representatives of the soldiers of the New Model 
Army (‘the Agitators’) and their offi cers (‘the Grandees’) 
(Mendle 2001).

The Agitators put forward the fi rst recorded demand for 
a constitution based on universal male suffrage (‘one man, 
one vote’) which they considered to be a birthright. They 
reasoned that anyone obliged to obey a society’s laws should 
have the right not only to consent to government but also to 
participate in its operations by choosing their own represen-
tatives. ‘The right of every free-born to elect’, was how 
Captain Lewis Audley encapsulated this principle, drawing 
on the age-old maxim that anything ‘which concerns all ought 
to be debated by all’. The Grandees, who included Henry 
Ireton (1611–51) and Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658), held a 
much more restricted view of the franchise, arguing that the 
representative system had to have a property basis. Giving 
votes to the propertyless, they feared, could lead to the aboli-
tion of private property, civil strife and chaos. Suffi cient 
property was a necessary condition of someone having an 
independent will, being a freeman, and casting a vote. The 
right of the vote belonged therefore not to the free-born, but 
the free-man, a much narrower category.



24  The History of Representation

In the end, even the Leveller spokesmen at Putney felt 
compelled to accept some of the force of this argument. 
Despite insisting that a radical extension of the franchise was 
necessary to secure ‘the poorest he’ from the tyranny of the 
‘greatest he’, they came to endorse the disenfranchisement of 
those living in dependence – women, servants and beggars – 
in what was to be an electorate made up exclusively of heads 
of households. Nevertheless, within the ferocious disputes on 
the parliamentary side about what constituted true represen-
tation – and what mis-representation, a category that also 
now came to the fore – a deep gap had emerged between 
those who identifi ed representation with the rights of the 
represented and those who identifi ed it with the superior 
capabilities of the representers. In this sense, representation 
had become one of the central points at issue in English poli-
tics. But it remained unclear what these arguments about 
representation could resolve in ultimate political terms 
because too many different conceptions of representation, 
drawn from the full range of classical and medieval idioms, 
were still in play. How to understand the concept of repre-
sentation remained at the mercy of ongoing political disputes, 
rather than being a means of transcending them.

Representing the state

It is for this reason that the most radical theory of representa-
tion from this period comes not from the parliamentary side, 
but from one of the fi ercest and most intellectually sophisti-
cated of its opponents, Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679). Having 
gone into exile in France to escape the perils of the civil war 
at home, Hobbes reserved his contempt for the ‘democratical 
gentlemen’ whom he blamed for starting the confl ict in the 
fi rst place. His masterpiece, Leviathan (1651), a ferocious 
piece of invective as well as a work of philosophical genius, 
is the fruit of Hobbes’s disgust. But it is also a work that 
borrows many ideas from parliamentary theorists of sover-
eignty, most notably in its treatment of the concept of rep-
resentation, while turning them into something quite new. 
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This is what gives Hobbes’s theory its crucial but deeply 
ambivalent role in the history of the concept of representation. 
Almost nothing contained within Hobbes’s account is original 
– like everyone else during this period, his conception of 
representation is a mixture of ideas drawn from classical, 
medieval and early modern sources – yet its effect was to 
transform how the concept might be understood. What 
Hobbes showed was that representation could provide the 
foundation for a stable form of politics because it was a 
concept that might transcend the disputes that were tearing 
the English state apart. Representation, in Hobbes’s hands, 
turned out to be the idea that could hold the state – any 
state – together.

The building blocks of Hobbes’s theory are familiar ones. 
Like Cicero, whom he cites, Hobbes traces the roots of rep-
resentation back to the world of the theatre. From there, he 
says, it gravitated fi rst to the law courts, and then to everyday 
life, and fi nally to politics, where a person acting for another 
came to be called (as the ‘democratical gentlemen’ had come 
to call them) ‘a Representer, or Representative’ (Hobbes 1996: 
112). In this way, Hobbes identifi ed representation with what 
he called ‘personation’, the business of playing another’s part. 
But he also employed the concept of representation within a 
juristic contractual framework where he drew on the legal 
concepts of ownership and authorization. Representing the 
words and actions of another person presupposes, for Hobbes, 
a contractual arrangement (a warrant, licence or commission) 
whereby the actor (the representative) comes to act by the 
authority of the author (the represented). But in authorizing 
a representative to act in his name, the author is also, accord-
ing to Hobbes, agreeing to ‘own’ whatever actions are per-
formed in his name. In other words, he has to take responsibility 
for his representative’s actions, ‘no lesse than if he had made 
[them] himselfe’ (Hobbes 1996: 112).

Hobbes accepted that authors might make arrangements 
to limit their liability for the actions of their representatives 
by agreeing merely to be represented for certain purposes or 
certain periods of time. But he was also clear that arrange-
ments of this kind were only possible once a state of civil 
society had been established, since they depended on being 
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enforced by the sovereign. The one relationship that could not 
by defi nition be subject to such limitations was the one that 
established sovereign power itself. The reasons, Hobbes 
thought, were obvious. First, in the state of nature contracts 
are not binding because there is no one to enforce them. 
Second, the sovereign needs unlimited authority to bind 
individuals to their contracts and offer them the kind of 
protection that they seek. This, then, gives the sovereign 
representative a distinctive character for Hobbes: only the 
sovereign represents unconditionally, by having full power 
to bind every other individual in the state by his words 
and actions. And this is what every individual in the state 
of nature must agree to in creating sovereign power in the 
fi rst place.

But in so doing, they create something else: a corporate 
identity for themselves. By giving the sovereign ‘the Right to 
Present the Person of them all’, the multitude of individuals 
who naturally form nothing more than an unruly crowd, with 
no personality of its own, turns itself into a real political 
unity. This is the Leviathan, or what we would call a state, 
as Hobbes does: ‘A Multitude so united in one Person, is 
called a COMMON-WEALTH, in latine CIVITAS, or STATE’ 
(Hobbes 1996: 120). For the people, as a mere collection of 
individuals, to become a people, in the political sense, they 
must be represented as though they were a single person. As 
Hobbes explains, in one of the most signifi cant lines not 
simply in Leviathan but in the whole of modern political 
thought: ‘A Multitude of men are made One Person, when 
they are by one man, or one Person, Represented  .  .  .  For it 
is the Unity of the Representer, not the Unity of the Repre-
sented, that maketh the Person One’ (Hobbes 1996: 114). 
The importance of this idea lies in the fact that it makes 
representation a form of transformation: it is by being 
rep resented that the state is born.

There is an element of fi ction involved in this creation. 
‘Fiction’, as derived from fi ngere, here both has the sense 
of shaping, creating and making – the state is, after all, 
the multitude’s own creation and has no powers but those 
given it – and also the sense that the state is, ultimately, an 
incapable entity (i.e., a kind of persona fi cta), needing to be 
rep resented in order to have any personality at all. This, like 
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so many of Hobbes’s ideas on representation, carries echoes 
of earlier conceptions, particularly the Roman legal idea of 
the corporation. Likewise, the full powers the sovereign rep-
resentative possesses to bind his subjects is similar to the 
original conception of plena potestas. Perhaps more signifi -
cantly, Hobbes’s notion that the sovereign can be identifi ed 
with the state itself follows closely the ideas of representa-
tion espoused by parliamentary absolutists like Parker, while 
Hobbes’s separation out of authorization from instruction 
has distant echoes of the thought of early champions of 
parliamentary rule, like Sir Thomas Smith.

Leviathan was designed to be able to accommodate the 
claims of parliamentary supremacy, not only because Hobbes 
insists that an assembly, so long as it speaks with a single 
voice, is able to represent the state as well as a king but 
because the book was published at a time when the parlia-
mentary side had triumphed in England, and so on Hobbes’s 
account constituted its legitimate sovereign. Yet the real sig-
nifi cance of the argument contained in Leviathan is that its 
employment of what had originally been parliamentarian 
ideas of representation, like its use of earlier legal Roman and 
Ciceronian conceptions, does not predetermine which side 
Hobbes is on. In this way, Hobbes was turning the ideas of 
the parliamentarians back on themselves (Skinner 2005). His 
account of representation is consistent with the victory of 
either side (though after the restoration of the Stuarts in 1660 
this was something he preferred to downplay). It was meant 
to be above sides; indeed above politics, understood in any 
narrow sense. For Hobbes, representation was the thing that 
made politics possible, by making the most destructive forms 
of political confl ict impossible.

There are hints of this idea in earlier theorists: for example, 
Bartolus understood the city as a corporation precisely so 
as to be able to argue that the victory of one side in any 
civil dispute does not have to lead to the exclusion of the 
other side, so long as the state’s corporate identity is pre-
served. But there are two big differences compared with 
Hobbes. First, Hobbes puts representation centre stage, 
whereas for Bartolus it was an idea he mentions in passing, 
one among many. Second, Hobbes makes representation a 
free-standing concept, something that does not depend on 
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some higher authority, not God, nor the pope, nor Aristotle, 
nor the Holy Roman Emperor, all of whose political authority 
Hobbes was resolved to destroy. Instead, Hobbes equates 
representation with political authority itself and grounds it 
on a secular conception of reason and equality (the equality 
that all reasoning creatures share) (Pettit 2007). Once 
rep resentation was understood in these terms, then a whole 
new world was possible.



2
Representation vs. 
Democracy

The legacy of Leviathan

The use Hobbes made of representation in Leviathan marks 
a decisive moment in the evolution of the concept. He freed 
the idea from its medieval moorings and made it the basis of 
a distinctively modern theory of politics: secular, rational and 
transformative. But in closing down the medieval and early 
modern disputes about representation, Hobbes opened up a 
potential new source of political disagreement. This is because 
the lessons that could be drawn from what Hobbes had 
achieved pointed in two very different directions – one reac-
tionary and one revolutionary. It was the struggle between 
these two ways of thinking about the concept that shaped 
what representation was to become – an idea that seemed to 
stand in opposition to genuine democracy, and yet one that 
turned into the vehicle of democratic politics throughout 
the world.

Hobbes had made it absolutely clear that representation 
was an instrument of power. He showed how the politics of 
popular consent could produce an absolute obligation to 
obey if representation was understood in the terms of ‘author-
ization’ and ‘ownership’: when a sovereign representative acts 
on our authority, we own whatever he does and are bound 
by its consequences. This made representation a very rigid 
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process in which nothing was allowed to intrude on the 
ability of the sovereign to impose his will on his subjects, 
simply by dint of being their representative.

Yet at the same time, Hobbes’s theory of representation 
was not rigid at all because it opened up the possibility 
that the people could be represented in all sorts of ways 
that did not require their explicit consent. By making political 
rule dependent on the representation of a kind of ‘fi ction’ – 
the fi ction of a ‘people’ in whose name political decisions 
could be taken even though they lacked the capacity to take 
decisions of their own – Hobbes cleared a space for new 
ways of thinking about politics. In particular, he raised 
the possibility that otherwise unwieldy political units – 
multitudes of individuals on the scale and of the diversity 
of the populations of modern states – could still impose 
their collective identity on the political life of the nation, if 
only they could fi nd representatives willing to act for them. 
This was a revolutionary idea and it was to have revolu-
tionary consequences. How people reacted to Hobbes 
depended on whether they saw the creative potential in his 
theory of representation or only saw what Hobbes wanted 
them to see: its absolutism.

Many thinkers who read Hobbes recoiled, unsurprisingly, 
from the idea that to be represented was merely to be subject 
to the absolute will of another person. John Locke (1632–
1704), for example, did not believe it made sense to suppose 
that individuals would choose to swap the uncertainties of 
the state of nature for certain domination by a ‘sovereign 
representative’ in the Hobbesian sense (Locke 1988). All 
legitimate political authority, Locke stressed, must rest on 
the rational consent of individuals, and what any of us 
will rationally consent to is limited by what each of us has 
a right to – our lives, our liberty and our estates. Locke 
grounded his own conception of representation on the prin-
ciple of consent and, because consent operated at a number 
of different levels in his theory, so too did the idea of repre-
sentation. Consent was required: (1) at the inception of a 
legitimate state; (2) whenever anyone, by implicit or explicit 
consent, became its member; (3) whenever the members of 
the state chose representatives to give consent on their behalf; 
(4) every time these representatives voted, giving their consent 
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through the voice of their own majority. Thus on Locke’s 
account it was possible for individuals to be represented by 
others at many different points in the political process, and 
at some points it was essential.

The purpose of this overlapping scheme of consent/repre-
sentation was to set limits to arbitrary power, by making 
government impositions – particularly the imposition of new 
taxes – impossible without ‘the Consent of the Majority, 
given either by themselves or their Representatives chosen by 
them’ (Locke 1988: 362). This, then, was representation 
couched in the language of opposition to arbitrary rule. 
Moreover, if men had the right to choose representatives, to 
give consent in their name, governmental action either lacking 
the consent of these representatives or interfering with it 
could be legitimate grounds for active resistance. Power was 
in Locke’s terms entrusted by the people to the prince for the 
advancement of their welfare. Therefore, whenever magis-
trates forcibly took the people’s property (lives, liberties and 
estates) without their consent, or whenever they dismantled, 
or interfered with, the established machinery for choosing 
representatives, this constituted a serious breach of trust 
which absolved people from obedience. Ultimately, the notion 
of consent, channelled through the principle of representa-
tion, implied a right of resistance.

But although Locke’s version of representation sounds 
much more forward-looking than Hobbes in this respect, and 
clearly foreshadows later ‘democratic’ modes of representa-
tive politics, in one crucial respect Locke was going back to 
the past. He did not resolve the question of what was to count 
as ‘consent’, tacit or explicit, to the ongoing activity of 
government. Did consent require the performance of actions 
which signal a positive assent, such as voting, or was it merely 
a disposition manifested by certain kinds of behaviour, 
perhaps including simply living in the commonwealth 
and abiding by its laws? Because he could not provide a 
defi nitive answer to this question, Locke leaves it uncertain 
as to when the conditions of consent can or should be met 
by representatives that individuals have not chosen for 
themselves – that is, when it would be suffi cient to rely on 
what would later be called the condition of ‘virtual represen-
tation’. Nor does Locke give us clear reasons as to why the 
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consent of the majority should pass for the consent of the 
whole. Here, as elsewhere, he seems to assume the very 
thing that needs to be demonstrated – that the voice of 
the majority speaking for everyone is legitimate in a way 
that is capable of rendering other forms of representation 
illegitimate.

Thus Locke had no explanation for how the people might 
have arrived at the principle of representation in the fi rst 
place. He simply believed that it was somehow ‘natural’ that 
government should be limited in this way, and that agreement 
about when and how the people should be represented would 
follow from that. The genius of Hobbes’s account was that 
he did not assume that there was anything natural about 
representation, nor did he believe that agreement about 
representation could precede government. He identifi ed 
representation with the creation of government itself, which 
he understood as a wholly artifi cial process. ‘Artifi ce’ for 
Hobbes did not have any of its later connotations of narrow, 
cramped pretence. It meant creativity, the ability of human 
beings to fashion a world that worked for them. In this 
respect, Hobbes’s was the more radical account of representa-
tion: by making representation co-extensive with the capacity 
of government to act, rather than a limitation on that 
cap acity, he allowed it to be whatever political representa-
tives wanted to make it.

Someone who recognized the radicalism of Hobbes’s 
thought was Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78). It was not 
enough, Rousseau saw, simply to go back to some natural 
conception of representation in order to knock the sharp 
edges off Hobbes’s account of power. Instead, if the unpalat-
able consequences of Hobbes’s theory were to be avoided, 
Rousseau decided that the language of representation had to 
be repudiated altogether. He shared with Hobbes the convic-
tion that government was an add-on to the natural relation-
ships that existed between human beings, rather than some 
kind of extension of them – it was, in other words, wholly 
artifi cial. What was crucial for Rousseau was that individuals 
should not become divorced from the thing they had created. 
Representation constituted just such a divorce by taking the 
creative power of politics out of the hands of those who had 
generated it and lodging it with a separate representative 
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agency: a set of phoney actors appropriating our collective 
identity whilst, at the same time, claiming to be merely speak-
ing in our name.

It was, for Rousseau, no coincidence that the concept of 
representation had its roots in the idea of ‘mask-wearing’, 
and Rousseau himself extended his rejection of representation 
to include a rejection of theatrical life in general, which 
he believed offered only the illusion of true feeling, mani-
pulated to reconcile the audience to their lack of a genuine 
understanding of their predicament in a ‘civilized’ society 
(Rousseau 2004). Morally, the theatrical experience was 
passive and sterile: it required nothing but surrender of one’s 
judgement. Likewise, political representation was just an 
act, offering the illusion of true freedom, while manipulating 
the audience of citizens to conceal their true predicament 
from themselves. In voting for their representatives, the citi-
zens thought themselves free; in fact, they were enslaving 
themselves to the will of others: ‘The instant a People gives 
itself Representatives, it ceases to be free; it ceases to be’ 
(Rousseau 1997: 115).

So, for Rousseau, the evolution of the concept of represen-
tation had not obviated the need to choose between popular 
and autocratic forms of political rule but had simply thrown 
that choice into starker relief. In the end, the choice was one 
between representation and democracy. As he put it in a letter 
to Mirabeau of 1767: ‘I see no tolerable mean between the 
most austere Democracy and the most complete Hobbism’ 
(Rousseau 1997: 270). Rousseau did not repudiate Hobbes 
entirely; indeed, he was profoundly infl uenced by Hobbes’s 
thought, particularly by his ability to conjure a collective 
identity for the state out of the natural equality of the indi-
viduals who constitute it. But what Rousseau could not 
abide was the idea that this was nothing more than a kind 
of conjuring trick, leaving the collective life of the state 
dependent on being animated by the actions of its representa-
tives. As he made clear in The Social Contract, the fact that 
the state was an artifi cial entity emphatically did not make 
it some kind of fi ction. He believed that a true political 
community – one that truly instantiated the freedom of its 
members – had to be a real person in its own right, with 
a will of its own. This was the ‘general will’, and it could 
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not be represented. ‘The will does not admit of being 
rep resented,’ Rousseau wrote, ‘either it is the same or it is 
different; there is no middle ground’ (Rousseau 1997: 114). 
For Hobbes, it was only by being represented that the 
people could acquire a will. For Rousseau a people who 
had its will represented was no people at all. It is here 
that the gap between Rousseau and Hobbes appears 
unbridgeable.

So it is one of the deep ironies in the history of political 
thought that perhaps the single most consequential account 
of the concept of representation was one that sought to 
combine Rousseau with Hobbes. Its author was the Abbé 
Sieyès (1748–1836), a one-time cleric who had long since 
abandoned any interest in God. Sieyès was concerned entirely 
with politics and the question of how to enable a Rousseauan 
politics to function in a society that was shot through with 
relations of representation. Sieyès saw representation every-
where: in commercial exchange, where individuals are forever 
relying on others to do for them what they cannot do for 
themselves (in this sense, representation was intimately related 
to the division of labour); in families, where parents take 
decisions on behalf of their children; in education, where 
knowledge is pursued by some for the sake of others; and in 
politics, where Sieyès shared Hobbes’s basic insight that the 
populations of modern states are too large and too individu-
alistic to act collectively except through representatives 
appointed for the purpose. But Sieyès did not agree that the 
populations of modern states lacked any unity at all without 
representation. Here, he sided with Rousseau and argued that 
any state worthy of the name was constituted by a people 
with a will of its own. Certainly, he believed that the people 
of France – its 25 or so million inhabitants at the end of the 
eighteenth century – were a political unit in their own right. 
He called this unit ‘la nation’, and he insisted that it was only 
the nation that could give political representatives the author-
ity to act.

Sieyès, therefore, offered a curious, almost paradoxical 
account of political representation. On the one hand, it was 
only representation that made national politics possible at all 
(this was Hobbes). But on the other, it was only the political 



Representation vs. Democracy  35

will of the nation that made representation legitimate (this, 
in a twisted way, was Rousseau). The nation needed rep-
resentatives in order to be able to act. Representatives needed 
the nation in order to be entitled to act. It was out of this 
apparent paradox that Sieyès fashioned the vision of politics 
that set the French revolution in motion.

Representation and revolution

In the winter of 1788–9, Sieyès published a series of pam-
phlets in which he applied his conception of political repre-
sentation to the travails of the French state (Sieyès 2003). He 
argued that the Estates General, summoned by Louis XVI in 
1788 to sort out his imminent bankruptcy, and divided as 
tradition insisted between the three estates of the realm 
(clergy, nobility, people), could not represent the nation. 
These three estates, separated by the privileges that were 
available only to the fi rst two, lacked any real unity, and 
Sieyès was not alone in suspecting that the kind of decisive 
action needed to resolve the crisis would prove beyond them. 
But where Sieyès went further than anyone else was to insist 
that the solution to this problem could not be achieved by 
extending political privileges to the third estate. Sieyès believed 
that there was nothing that could be offered to the people by 
their rulers that they did not already possess for themselves. 
The third estate – the people – were the nation, for two 
reasons: fi rst, they produced everything of real value (the 
clergy and nobility, by contrast, were mere parasites); second, 
they were constituted on a principle of natural equality (the 
clergy and nobility were nothing without their privileges). 
So, Sieyès concluded, the only people who could legitimately 
claim to act for the nation as a whole were the representatives 
of the third estate. And, in large part inspired by Sieyès’s 
advice, this is what they did: in the spring and early summer 
of 1789, the representatives of the third estate in the Estates 
General reconstituted themselves as a National Assembly 
and set about the business of drawing up a new constitution 
for France.
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Sieyès justifi ed this revolutionary act by means of a distinc-
tion between the different capacities in which political rep-
resentatives could act. In a constituting capacity – that is, as 
the authors of a new constitution – the representatives in the 
National Convention spoke for the nation and sought to 
embody its will in their decisions. They did not do this by 
consulting with the people, since it was their job as rep-
resentatives to give the will of the nation political form 
and in that sense there was nothing with which to consult. 
But nor did they make the crude Hobbesian assumption 
that the nation had no will until they had given it one. 
Instead, they tried to make sure that the constitution they 
drew up refl ected the fact that the French nation was a pre-
existing political unit, and should be represented accordingly. 
This meant that the representatives empowered by the con-
stitution to take future legislative and executive decisions 
were to do so in the name of the French people as a whole, 
and not of some part or subsection of them. However, it was 
crucial for Sieyès that this further class of national representa-
tives – what he called the ‘constituted’ powers – was not in 
a position to alter the constitution itself. Its job was rather 
to represent the nation in specifi ed governmental roles and, 
although elected by the people, it was not to be instructed 
by them in how to act – its members were, in Sieyès’s words, 
to be ‘true rep resentatives, not mere vote-carriers’ (Sieyès 
2003:12).

Unfortunately, the actual historical sequence set in train by 
this conception of representative politics did not follow the 
pattern Sieyès had in mind. The National Convention never 
managed to agree, despite Sieyès’s best efforts, on a constitu-
tion that could stick (and Sieyès, in proposing ever more 
elaborate constitutional arrangements, did not always help). 
In the absence of an agreed constitution, the representatives 
in the National Assembly came to assume more and more 
executive powers for themselves, in ever-decreasing circles 
of representation, until the ability to speak for the nation 
came to reside in just a handful of individuals. From there, 
it was a small step to a kind of parody of the Hobbesian 
state, in which sovereign power rested with self-proclaimed 
representatives of the people, who took it upon themselves 
to decide who belonged and who didn’t, and used the power 
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of the state to enforce that decision in blood. This was 
the opposite of what Sieyès had intended, as he repeatedly 
made clear. He had foreseen ever-widening circles of rep-
resentation, grounded in a constitution which carefully 
del ineated all the ways that the nation could be represented 
in different capacities – judicial, administrative, military and 
so on. But in the chaos of the Terror and what followed, 
Sieyès’s attempt to hold the line between the constituting 
and constituted powers was futile and he, like everyone 
else, was swept along on a tide of desperate measures and 
emergency decrees. As the man who had done much to 
unleash this tide, he was held responsible by many for the 
destruction that followed.

Yet if one looks away from the historical turn of events, 
and focuses instead on the core of what Sieyès was advocat-
ing, then a different connection suggests itself. The concep-
tion of political representation that Sieyès espoused in 1789 
had more fundamentally in common with what was happen-
ing on the other side of the Atlantic than it did with what 
was going to happen in France. The basic tenets of Sieyès’s 
view were these:

•  Representation was not a second-best form of government 
to democracy, and should not be understood as merely a 
compromise forced on us by the practical diffi culties of 
governing in the modern world.

• Representation was consistent with the principles of dem-
ocratic equality but free from the pitfalls of democratic 
government; as such, it was a marked improvement on 
democracy, and its obvious merits served as a rebuke to 
the palpable defects of crude democratic politics.

• Representation made possible the government of very 
large political communities without alienating their popu-
lations but also without being subservient to them.

• It did this by giving individual citizens the chance to par-
ticipate in the election of the nation’s representatives but 
not the ability to tell them what to do.

• Because political representatives were free to make their 
own decisions, it was also crucial that there should be a 
‘separation of powers’ in order to prevent too much power 
falling into a single set of hands.
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• This could be achieved in two ways: by distinguishing 
between the representatives of the people whose job is 
to draft a constitution and the representatives whose 
job is to enact it; and, within the constitution, by distin-
guishing between the powers of the different branches of 
government.

All this was precisely what the American Federalists believed 
as well. Moreover, it was what they, unlike Sieyès, managed 
to put into practice, via the Constitutional Convention 
that took place in Philadelphia in 1787, at which popular 
representatives, elected for that purpose, drafted a constitu-
tion away from the prying gaze of the people who had elected 
them; via a constitution that accumulated vast powers in the 
hands of the nation’s representatives but then carefully 
sep arated it out between them; and via a series of brilliant 
defences of that constitution, the Federalist Papers, which 
explained that the merit of this new system of representative 
government was precisely that it made popular rule possible 
on a ‘continental scale’, while ensuring ‘the total exclusion of 
the people, in their collective capacity, from any share [in the 
government]’ (Madison 2005: 341).

Inevitably, there were signifi cant differences between the 
authors of the Federalist Papers (Madison, Hamilton, Jay) 
and a thinker like Sieyès. The Americans were not so much 
infl uenced by Hobbes and Rousseau, but more by Locke 
and Montesquieu (though both of these were very impor-
tant for Sieyès too). This meant that the defenders of the 
American constitution were much less keen than Sieyès 
to deploy the idea of a represented ‘will’ to describe the 
fundamental character of the new state. The American 
Federalists were also federalists, even if in some cases (notably 
Hamilton’s) somewhat reluctant ones, and they allowed for 
a separation of powers vertically – between the national 
government and the individual states – as well as horizontally. 
Sieyès was fundamentally opposed to localism and sought 
to redraw the boundaries of local government in France 
in order to make it clear that all authority derived from 
the centre. But the real differences between them were con-
tingent, rather than fundamental. The American experiment 
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in representative government came at the right time, after 
their revolution was successfully concluded and their 
unwanted kingly ties disposed of. In France, Sieyès had to 
try to get his constitutional schemes off the ground in a 
country just at the beginning of its revolutionary upheavals, 
with a king they didn’t know what to do with, and hemmed 
in on all sides by enemies who wanted to destroy them. 
By the time the king was dead, and their external enemies 
engaged with, the revolution had acquired a life of its own, 
and was no place for experiments in the theory of political 
representation.

Two other factors served to obscure the overlap between 
French and American conceptions of representative govern-
ment during this revolutionary period. One is the argument 
that took place in the United States between the Federalists 
and the Anti-Federalists, for which there was no straightfor-
ward parallel in France. The Anti-Federalists opposed the 
new American constitution on the grounds that it mistook 
what they saw as the central fact about representation, 
which was that representatives should be like the people 
they represent: ‘The very term representative, implies, that 
the person or body chosen for this very purpose, should 
resemble those who appoint them – a representation of the 
people of America, if it is to be a true one, must be like the 
people  .  .  .  They are the sign – the people the thing signifi ed’ 
(Brutus 1985: 124). From this it followed that the American 
people needed more representatives than the elite few they 
were allowed by the constitution (particularly in the Senate), 
elected more frequently and containing a greater diversity 
of characters, in order to refl ect the diverse character of 
the American people. As Samuel Chase, a Federalist who 
nevertheless suspected the new constitution of being insuffi -
ciently democratic, put it: ‘It is impossible for a few men to 
be acquainted with the sentiments and interests of the US, 
which contains many different classes or orders of people – 
merchants, farmers, planters, mechanics and gentry or wealthy 
men’ (Manin 1997: 112). The die-hard Federalists were 
suspected of favouring only the last category, to which 
they belonged (and if they didn’t, it was assumed that they 
aspired to).
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The Federalists’ response was to maintain that they had a 
very different conception of the ‘character’ required of politi-
cal representatives than the Anti-Federalists supposed. Rep-
resentation, they insisted, depended on the ‘virtue’ of the 
representatives, precisely so that they shouldn’t be liable to 
capture by partial interests. The constitution was designed 
to provide for the American people ‘a more perfect union’ 
and its defenders believed that this could only be achieved by 
representatives willing to look beyond the perspective of 
different classes of individuals.

The difference between the Federalists and Anti-Federalists 
is sometimes characterized in the terms of a distinction 
between ‘substantive’ and ‘descriptive’ representation: sub-
stantive representation puts the emphasis on the capacity to 
act, so that representatives should be able to do things for 
people that they cannot do for themselves; descriptive repre-
sentation prioritizes the need for representatives to resemble 
the people they represent, so that such representatives 
shouldn’t do things for people that they themselves wouldn’t 
wish to be done on their behalf. But there is another way to 
put it: the Federalists were forward-looking about representa-
tion, in the sense that they believed it should not be limited 
by the political or social circumstances that gave rise to it; 
the Anti-Federalists were backward-looking, in that they 
wanted representation to be limited in precisely that way. 
This doesn’t mean the Federalists were bound to win the 
argument, certainly not without a struggle. There is, after all, 
something counter-intuitive about the idea that limiting the 
number and type of individuals who might become political 
representatives was consistent with expanding the means by 
which the American people could be represented as a whole. 
But although this conclusion was counter-intuitive, it was 
hardly new, since it was also the conclusion Hobbes had 
reached in Leviathan.

It was precisely the Hobbesian aspects of the Federalist 
case that aroused the most suspicion: they were seen, in 
their apparent elitism, to be fl irting with aristocratic or 
even monarchical forms of representative government. The 
Anti-Federalists were able to present themselves as anti-
elitists, even if most of them stopped short of calling them-
selves democrats. As a result, the Federalists were forced to 
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emphasize the essentially negative aspects of their under-
standing of representative politics – the separation of powers, 
the constitutional limitations on government, the avoidance 
of faction, the use of ambition to counteract ambition – in 
order not to appear as though they wanted to keep the revo-
lution turning until it ended up back where it started, in 
autocratic rule.

This negative emphasis can give a false impression, 
however. The Federalists did not believe in autocracy but they 
did believe in the transformative power of representative 
government, and in the fact that representation was a tool of 
government, and not simply a device to limit it. They were, 
at least as much as their French counterparts, revolutionary 
in their conception of representation.

But that was not the way it appeared to the greatest anti-
revolutionary thinker of the age, Edmund Burke (1729–97). 
Burke’s conception of representation cuts across the revolu-
tionary politics of the late eighteenth century and offers a 
very different perspective on what was at stake, one that 
makes the link between American and French conceptions of 
representative government much harder to recognize. For 
Burke, it was precisely the differences between the American 
and French revolutions that showed just how dangerous it 
was to get the idea of representation wrong.

Burke’s own conception of representation, based on his 
experiences as Member of Parliament for Bristol, famously 
contrasted the unfounded expectations of his constituents to 
be able to dictate to their representative, with the need for a 
representative worthy of the name to remain independent of 
them (Burke 1854–6). Burke believed that political represen-
tation was a matter of judgement, not will, and representa-
tives were better placed than the people they represented to 
judge what was best. The exercise of this judgement also 
required the representation of interests on a national level so 
that disparate local interests could be shaped into coherent 
government policy. From this it followed, fi rst, that local or 
sectional interests, though important to any constituency MP 
(particularly to any MP’s prospects of getting re-elected), 
could not take priority over the representation of the wider 
national interest; and second, that everyone who shared in 
that national interest could be represented in parliament, even 
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if they did not actually possess a vote at the constituency 
level. This was Burke’s celebrated conception of ‘virtual’ rep-
resentation and it meant that electoral participation was for 
Burke neither a suffi cient nor a necessary condition for being 
represented at all.

As with Rousseau, the philosophy that underpinned Burke’s 
view of representation had a strong aesthetic component. But 
whereas Rousseau suspected that representation obscured the 
truth in the arts as well as in politics, Burke believed the 
opposite: that the quest for transparency was aesthetically as 
well as politically misguided. It was a certain obscurity – or 
as he put it in his early writings on aesthetics, a ‘sublimity’ – 
that gave representation its ability to convey a world of 
feeling and affect individuals by means of sympathy rather 
than mere imitation. The imitative arts, such as painting, 
work by resemblance: as Burke understood it, they try to 
represent ‘literally’, to offer exact descriptions of the things 
for which they stand. In so doing, however, they draw atten-
tion to their own inaccuracy, as they sketch out a picture of 
the world that could not possibly capture its actual complex-
ity, nor be suitably affecting. The non-imitative arts, such as 
poetry, work by substitution rather than resemblance. They 
do not present a clear idea of things themselves but display 
instead the effect of such things on our minds.

Burke preferred non-imitative to imitative arts – i.e., poetry 
to painting – because poetic representation did not aim at 
accuracy so much as at a deeper truth. Likewise, in politics, 
Burke favoured a form of representation that acknowledged 
the deep complexity of national identity by abandoning any 
attempt to ‘refl ect’ that complexity in its political institutions. 
Nations for Burke were intricately evolved entities, and some-
thing of their essence would always escape the attempt to 
replicate them at the level of political representation. Political 
representatives, in this sense, ought to be more like poets, 
whose ‘business is, to affect rather by sympathy than imita-
tion; to display rather the effect of things on the mind of the 
speaker, or of others, than to present a clear idea of the things 
themselves’ (Burke 1990: 157).

It was from his understanding of representation as a form 
of sympathy that Burke developed his own sympathy for the 
plight of the American revolutionaries during the 1770s. 
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He argued that the idea of a broad national interest that 
included ‘Englishmen’ overseas had been gravely damaged by 
the impositions of the British Crown on the colonists – who 
were indeed unrepresented at Westminster in Burke’s terms, 
to the extent that all necessary sympathy for them seemed 
to have ceased. But what he did not accept was that the 
answer to this was a reform of parliamentary representation 
so as to allow the Americans their ‘own’ representatives, 
answerable to American constituents. Instead, he argued 
for an extension of sympathy, and a more open-ended, less 
rigorous defi nition of what the nation was – something more 
sublime than mere ‘sovereignty’ – in order to allow would-
be revolutionaries to continue to be represented within it 
(Burke 1993).

Similarly, it was his deep suspicion of the attempt to intro-
duce excessive rigour into representative institutions that 
fi red Burke’s utter contempt for the French revolution. He 
was convinced that the catastrophic mistake of the French 
revolutionaries had been to imagine it was possible to draw 
up a constitution that refl ected where power really lay in 
French society – with the people. For Burke, this simply 
meant misrepresenting the nature of society itself by reducing 
it to an aggregation of individuals. From there, it was inevi-
table that the revolutionaries would have to impose their will 
back on the people, with violence, in order to get their 
preferred vision of French society to hold. No amount of 
tinkering with the constitutional arrangements – and Burke 
castigated Sieyès personally as the tinkerer-in-chief, with 
‘whole nests of pigeon-holes full of constitutions ready 
made, ticketed, sorted, and numbered, suited to every season 
and every fancy’ (Forsyth 1987: 167) – could hide the fact 
that the representation of the people was a lie. Like all such 
political lies, it could be maintained not only at the cost of 
truth but of blood as well.

Yet Burke’s very different reactions to the American and 
French revolutions have served to obscure the obvious 
similarities between the conceptions of representation on 
which they drew. Essentially, Burke wanted to contrast pre-
revolutionary America and post-revolutionary France. But 
in the heat of the two revolutions themselves, what emerged 
was an idea of representation that did not fi t with Burke’s 
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categories. Both Madison and Sieyès were explicit opponents 
of the idea that representatives could be instructed by their 
constituents to act in certain ways; but both also believed that 
election was a necessary condition of their acting at all. 
Neither Sieyès nor Madison believed that the representation 
of the people meant treating them merely as an ‘aggregate’ 
(or what Hobbes would call a ‘multitude’), yet both also 
believed that the corporate character of the people could only 
be constructed out of the consent of its individual members. 
Both were deeply sceptical of the idea that ‘sympathy’ could 
suffi ce for representation; yet they each also acknowledged 
that politics was impossible on the grand scale unless rep-
resentatives were able to make independent decisions for 
themselves.

It is true that Sieyès ended up devising increasingly complex 
and arcane constitutional schemes that made it easy for 
Burke to parody him as a kind of rationalist gone mad. 
However, he did so not because he believed that representa-
tion should refl ect the complex nature of society but because 
he believed that representative politics was itself a compli-
cated business, requiring carefully calibrated structures in 
order to ensure that the corporate character of the state 
should not be dissolved. It is also true that the relative sim-
plicity of the American constitution meant that it acquired 
over time the kind of sublime and almost mythical character 
that Burke believed lay at the heart of any stable political 
society. But neither the complexity and eventual chaos of the 
French experiment, nor the simplicity and eventual success of 
the American, should detract from the fact that, both in 
France and in the United States, the most radical theories of 
representative politics were seeking to avoid the kind of 
choice that Burke wished to preserve: an essentially pre-
modern choice between aristocratic and popular politics, 
or between the ‘virtual’ and the ‘actual’. For Sieyès and 
Madison, representative government was neither popular 
nor aristocratic. Nor was it either ‘virtual’ or ‘actual’ – it 
was both, in that it derived from the participation and 
consent of individuals but did not seek to represent them 
simply as individuals; rather, it sought to represent them as 
members of the state as a whole.
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Representation and the rise of democracy

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the three major 
states of the Western world – Britain, France and the United 
States – had all conducted large-scale experiments in the 
modern forms of representative government. But in neither 
their theory nor their practice could any of these be called 
far-reaching experiments in democracy. In all three cases, the 
system of government was deliberately insulated from popular 
control and divorced from the classical principle of demo-
cratic equality – the idea that individuals should rule and be 
ruled in turn. Representatives, even if lacking any class-based 
privileges, were still a class apart: they were separated out 
from the body of the people and entrusted with specifi c deci-
sion-making powers. The least democratic of these systems – 
Great Britain, with its strong monarchical and aristocratic 
elements and its very limited franchise – had also proved to 
be the most stable, having endured in a more or less consist-
ent form since 1689. The most democratic – revolutionary 
France, with its sweeping attack on privilege and its strong 
popular element – had proved to be the least stable and had 
reverted in quick succession from Terror to Napoleonic 
autocracy to the restoration of the Bourbons. Yet notwith-
standing these differences, democratic pressures in all three 
countries now started to grow, raising fundamental questions 
about whether representative government could, and should, 
be democratized.

Some of the strongest intellectual pressure for democratic 
reform came in Britain, where the obvious absurdities of the 
franchise provided a rallying point for radicals determined to 
rethink the principles of political representation. The utilitar-
ian movement, under the intellectual leadership of Jeremy 
Bentham (1748–1832), had long considered the representa-
tive institutions of the British state to be a byword for ineffi -
ciency and stupidity. Bentham himself had been inclined to 
believe that reform was best achieved not from below but 
from above, by encouraging the political elite to listen to 
enlightened opinion (i.e., to him). It was only when he real-
ized that the British political establishment was not willing 



46  The History of Representation

to listen to reason that he adopted the more radical idea of 
pushing for franchise reform – including universal suffrage, 
annual parliaments and secret ballots – in order to effect 
change. But throughout his life Bentham remained suspicious 
of the idea of representation, believing it to be part of the 
problem, not the solution. He recognized the inherent ambi-
guity in the principle of representative government which 
appeared to offer a permanent invitation to independent 
action on the part of the representative, no matter how wide 
the franchise nor how regular the elections. As a result, 
Bentham preferred to talk of ‘deputies’ instead of ‘representa-
tives’, in order to make it clear that government ought to be 
the business of functionaries whose personal qualities were 
irrelevant.

It was Bentham’s friend James Mill (1773–1836) who 
made the case, against Bentham’s better instincts, that repre-
sentation itself was the appropriate vehicle of democratic 
reform. Mill’s argument, in his Essay on Government, was a 
comparatively simple one. He claimed that the end of good 
government was to promote the interests of the people; that 
the danger of all government was that those entrusted with 
power would abuse it, in their own self-interest; and that 
representation provided the solution by ensuring that the 
interests of the community and the interests of the represent-
ing body would be the same. Representation did this not 
by assuming that the representatives were of some higher 
moral calibre than the rest, but the reverse; that is, by assum-
ing that representatives were just like everyone else and 
needed to be checked to ensure that their personal interest 
did not take priority over the community interest. This 
could be achieved by an open franchise and regular elections 
which would guarantee, fi rst, that those chosen shared the 
interests of the community they represented and, second, 
that they did not have suffi cient time to develop a separate 
political interest of their own. Alternative systems of rep-
resentation, Mill believed, including those which sought to 
represent the people in their various ‘classes, professions 
and fraternities’, would serve only to create a ‘motley 
Aristocracy’ by reinforcing the discontinuity between the 
rep resentatives’ interests and the interests of the people 
as a whole (Mill 1992: 34).
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However, Mill’s argument contained two substantial fl aws, 
both of which were mercilessly exposed by Thomas Macaulay 
(1800–59) in the Edinburgh Review. First, Macaulay pointed 
out the tension between Mill’s claim that representation 
entailed an identity of interest between government and 
people, and his simultaneous supposition that all political 
representatives, however chosen, will have a tendency to act 
against the popular interest and must therefore be restrained. 
Either representation presupposes an identity of interests or 
it threatens it – it cannot do both. Second, Mill’s argument 
for an extension of the franchise stopped short of including 
women, on the grounds that women, like children, could 
be regarded as having an interest entirely bound up in that 
of their fathers or their husbands, so that ‘the aggregate of 
males, of an age to be regarded as sui juris  .  .  .  may be regarded 
as the natural Representatives of the whole population’ (Mill 
1992: 27). In so claiming, Macaulay points out, Mill ‘placidly 
dogmatizes away the interest of one half of the human race’ 
(Mill 1992: 291). If ‘natural’ representation is allowed here, 
relying on a principle of ‘sympathy’ between the sexes and 
excluding actual participation, why, Macaulay asked, is it 
forbidden elsewhere, in the relations between political repre-
sentatives and those whom they represent? Mill had no 
answer. It was a mistake his son, John Stuart Mill, made sure 
not to repeat.

Reform of the franchise arrived in Britain in 1832, nine 
years after Mill’s essay fi rst appeared and three years after 
Macaulay’s riposte. It was much closer to what Macaulay 
than Mill had in mind: piecemeal, gradualist and fi rmly 
based on a property qualifi cation for the franchise, such 
that the ‘virtual’ representation of the bulk of the population 
still massively prevailed (the franchise was extended from 
435,000 to 652,000 in a population of 24 million). Such 
gradualist options were not available in France, where no 
scheme of representation had remained in place long enough 
to be steadily reformed. There, the pressures for a new demo-
cratic conception of political representation were founded 
on the traumatic experiences of the revolutionary and post-
revolutionary period, during which it became clear just 
how detached the interests of so-called ‘representatives’ of 
the people could become from the people they ostensibly 
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represented. As Benjamin Constant (1767–1830) put it in 
1815: ‘All the constitutions which have been given to France 
guaranteed the liberty of the individual, and yet, under the 
rule of these constitutions, it has been constantly violated. 
The fact is that a simple declaration is not suffi cient; you need 
positive safeguards’ (Constant 1988: 289).

For Constant, the only true safeguard was the vigilance of 
the people themselves, communicating with and passing 
judgement over their representatives in order to forestall 
the abuse of their powers. Again, this communication did 
not entail instruction or mandate but rather what Constant 
called ‘surveillance’. Borrowing an image from Sieyès, he 
described the relationship between the represented and their 
representatives as akin to that between busy individuals 
and their business managers: ‘Rich men hire stewards’ (Con-
stant 1988: 324). While a relationship of this kind would 
be rendered self-defeating by constant interference – the 
point of having a steward was to save yourself the time 
and trouble of endless decision-making – so also would it 
be crazy simply to trust in the steward to look after your 
affairs. Rich men who do not keep an eye on their stewards 
soon become poor. So Constant championed wide citizen 
participation in politics (albeit one founded on a property 
qualifi cation), not merely by voting, but by ongoing critical 
judgement, expressed through petitions, newspapers, debat-
ing clubs and so on. This conception of politics can be con-
strued as a democratic one – it is what Pierre Rosanvallon 
has recently called ‘negative democracy’ (Rosanvallon 2006). 
As such, it is democracy founded not on trust in representa-
tion but on mistrust, tending towards the formation of 
interest groups organized around the politics of resent-
ment, and on protest as a semi-permanent form of political 
expression.

The democratic pressures on representative government 
that existed in the United States were different. They were 
primarily social in nature. The social order that emerged from 
the revolution was a decidedly democratic one, with consider-
able economic mobility and a widespread assumption that 
one man’s interests were as good as anyone else’s (Wood 
2003). The framers of the constitution had both assumed 
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and feared that the political expression of this democratic 
ethos was likeliest to be found in the House of Representa-
tives and their constitutional arrangements, including an elec-
toral college to insulate the presidency from popular 
majorities, were designed to safeguard against this. Yet it was 
in fact in the offi ce of president that the democratic impulses 
of American society fi rst found a national political voice. The 
crucial year was 1828, when the election of Andrew Jackson 
heralded the beginning of a period in which it was under-
stood that the president could plausibly claim to represent, 
both in his own persona and in his populist politics, the mood 
of the national majority.

When Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859) arrived in 
America in 1831, the democratic impulses of American society 
were immediately apparent to him. So also, though more 
slowly, did he become aware of the tendencies of the demo-
cratic impulse to ally itself with a strongly centralized form 
of government (something that Jackson, a defender of state 
rights, had used his popular authority to fi ght against). As 
Tocqueville wrote in Volume Two of Democracy in America: 
‘This immortal hatred, more and more afl ame, which ani-
mates democratic peoples against the slightest privileges, 
particularly favours the gradual concentration of all political 
rights in the hands of the sole representative of the state’ 
(Tocqueville 2002: 645). What is striking about this passage 
is how little Tocqueville believed representation mattered 
to the inherent tendency of democracies towards tyrannical 
egalitarianism; all that mattered was the concentration 
of power itself. Indeed, for Tocqueville, political representa-
tion was more or less an irrelevance, since the essence of 
democracy lay in its social character, while its political 
character, both in its positive and its negative aspects, was 
an outcrop of that.

In this sense, Tocqueville was the fi rst of a new generation 
of democratic writers who treated representation as a by-
product of the workings of democracy rather than the other 
way round – his interest lay in representative democracy, not 
democratic representation. The idea of something called ‘rep-
resentative democracy’ had fi rst been articulated by Thomas 
Paine (1737–1809) during the American revolution. Paine did 
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not see representation as a means of escaping cumbersome 
democracy but instead as a means of enhancing and complet-
ing the democratic ideal itself. But Paine’s remained a minor-
ity view, even among those who shared his revolutionary 
spirit. For Tocqueville, representation served not to enhance, 
nor even to modify, democracy but simply to cloak its true 
nature. In this, as we shall see, he spoke for many political 
theorists and political scientists to come.

Tocqueville’s warning against the possibility of a demo-
cratic tyranny of the majority found a strong echo in the 
thoughts of John Stuart Mill (1806–73). But by contrast 
with Tocqueville, Mill stands as the last in a line of thinkers 
who believed that representation could serve as effective 
insulation against the threat of majoritarian democratic 
politics, and particularly against what he considered the 
dangerous American idea that ‘any one man (with a white 
skin) is as good as any other’ (Mill 1991: 340). In his 
Considerations on Representative Government (1861), Mill 
championed a conception of politics that emphasized the 
capacity of representatives to voice the better instincts of the 
wider public, by means of their capacity to think for them-
selves and to exchange their opinions openly, in a parliamen-
tary setting. But deference to the ‘mental superiority’ of 
one’s representative did not mean total abnegation of judge-
ment on the part of the constituents: if some of their repre-
sentative’s opinions went against their own, ‘it is for him 
to satisfy them that he nevertheless deserves to be their rep-
resentative’ (Mill 1991: 381).

Parliament as a whole, Mill believed, ought to be a ‘Con-
gress of Opinions, an arena in which not only the general 
opinion of the nation, but that of every section of it’ had its 
cause pleaded and a chance to be heard (or represented) in 
deliberation (Mill 1991: 282). This required the adoption of 
a system of proportional representation. Mill wished to 
ensure that not just the majority but also minority voices 
were represented, by sympathetic spokesmen, capable of both 
informed advocacy and deliberative judgement. Were the 
assembly to be identical with majority opinion, parliament 
would be incapable of performing its two main functions: 
fi rst, the control of the operations of government, by throw-
ing the light of publicity on its acts; and second, the fostering 
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of an inclusive political debate, which is what gives laws their 
legitimacy in so far as it allows for minority opinions to play 
a part in the legislative process.

The great danger for Mill was that this openness would 
be swamped by intellectual mediocrity and the democratic 
tendency towards the representation of sectional ‘interests’, 
which would reduce politics from a free exchange of ideas 
to a crude negotiation of pay-offs. Interest-based politics 
would, he feared, lead to class legislation on the part of the 
numerical majority (i.e., the class of manual workers) at 
the expense of the public good. In an attempt to prevent 
all of this, Mill argued for Hare’s system of proportional 
representation, which provided a greater opportunity for 
minority representation and the possibility that men of talent 
whose ‘constituents’ were geographically dispersed could 
still be returned to parliament. This, he hoped, would limit 
the power of parties, parochial local candidates and narrow 
material interests.

Parliament, Mill argued, should primarily represent people, 
not geographical entities: ‘I cannot see why .  .  .  people who 
have other feelings and interests, which they value more than 
they do their geographical ones, should be restricted to these 
as the sole principle of their political classifi cation’ (Mill 
1991: 318). He also mistrusted any reform of the franchise 
that continued to distinguish between voters on the basis of 
an arbitrary property qualifi cation. He wanted reform which 
assumed that all individuals were potentially capable of par-
ticipation but which either prevented or limited their partici-
pation until they had reached that minimum standard of 
educational attainment or economic independence which 
indicated an ability to see beyond their narrow material inter-
ests. Votes were to be distributed according to educational 
and other social attainments, with more votes for ‘bankers, 
merchants and manufacturers’ than for ‘tradesmen and 
labourers’, and no votes at all for those with no means of 
supporting themselves. Mill also advocated the opening of 
the franchise to women, not on the grounds of equality, and 
not for all women, but precisely because he believed that not 
all women were equally unsuited to participate in representa-
tive government and that some (of the better sort) were at 
least as well qualifi ed as many men.
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The year Mill published his Considerations was also the 
year that the American proposition that all men (with a white 
skin) were as good as each other was put to the ultimate 
test in a civil war that eventually led to its repudiation. But 
of course this was not a repudiation of the assumption of 
crude equality itself, as Mill might have wished, but rather 
of a wholly arbitrary discrimination based on skin colour, 
which Mill saw as the fl ipside of the absurdity of American 
democratic egalitarianism. The American Civil War also put 
to the test the two confl icting aspects of Andrew Jackson’s 
legacy for representative politics: the claims of the executive 
to represent the nation as a whole and the claims of the 
localities to be represented against the centre. The war 
resulted in the triumph of the fi rst over the second. Abraham 
Lincoln’s victory confi rmed the ability of a strong president 
to act as a unifying national representative. Yet Lincoln 
was not, at least at the outset, a representative of majority 
opinion. Instead, he was a creature of the party system, and 
it was only by shrewd manipulation of minority interests 
within it that he was able to achieve national offi ce at all. 
One of Mill’s fears about the coupling of representation 
with democracy was that it would make the rise of political 
parties, pandering to various interest groups, unstoppable. 
Though he strongly supported the Union side in the civil 
war, nothing much about the outcome of the war itself served 
to allay those fears.

Disappointed by the war’s aftermath in America, Mill was 
also to face disillusionment in Britain when a second Reform 
Act was passed in 1867 which, despite personal misgivings, 
he felt obliged to support as a member of parliament. His 
amendment proposing the enfranchisement of women was 
rejected; and the franchise was extended among men, not, as 
he wished, on the basis of their aptitude to exercise it but of 
their rentable income. Moreover, the passage of the Act itself 
epitomized the way representative politics was going, against 
principled opinion – Mill lost his own seat in 1868 – and 
towards the skilful management of parliamentary majorities. 
The fact that it was a Tory measure, introduced by Benjamin 
Disraeli to outfl ank his Liberal opponents, highlighted just 
how little principle had to do with it. Post-1867 representa-
tive politics, in Britain as elsewhere, came increasingly to be 
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identifi ed with the mastering of popular opinion through the 
regulating device of the newly emerged party machine.

Plebiscitary representation and party politics

When he refl ected in 1919 on the rise of the modern political 
party over the previous century, the German sociologist Max 
Weber (1864–1920) noted the paradoxical nature of the 
changes it had effected. On the one hand, party-based rep-
resentation had made politics more mechanical, bureaucratic 
and interest-based. Despite this, however, many of the major 
political parties, particularly in Britain and the United States, 
had become fi xated on the ability of their leaders to reach 
out beyond a partisan base of support in order to represent 
the nation as a whole. One early example of this kind of 
leader cited by Weber was Abraham Lincoln. Another was 
Disraeli’s great rival, William Gladstone. As Weber saw it, 
these men were not reduced by the partisanship of party 
politics to its petty level but were empowered by the party 
machine to transcend it. Political parties needed winners, and 
winners were almost by defi nition not simply party hacks. 
Gladstone, by appearing to step outside and beyond party 
politics in his Midlothian campaign of 1879–80, had become 
what Weber christened ‘a dictator of the electoral battlefi eld’ 
– the living embodiment of a novel kind of plebiscitary rep-
resentative (Weber 1994: 342). His claim to represent the 
nation derived from his capacity to articulate a personal 
vision of politics that commanded electoral support in ways 
that enabled the party machine to throw its weight behind 
him. As Weber recognized, this potent combination of popular 
acclaim, professional organization and personal charisma 
offered representative politicians a kind of power beyond 
anything seen before.

Was it democratic? The answer to the question depends on 
whether it is considered suffi cient for democracy that the 
people should simply approve of what is being done in their 
name. But though its democratic character is in doubt, it 
constituted a recognizable type of political representation: it 
combined a capacity for decisive, independent action on the 
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part of the representative with a reliance on the support of 
those on whose behalf that action was undertaken. Neither 
the independence nor the dependence could be said to pre-
dominate because each was a precondition of the other. This 
is a conception of representation that stretches back to 
Hobbes, and Weber gave his own version of it a Hobbesian 
slant by grounding it in the language of coercion: political 
representation entailed, among other things, that the rep-
resentative ‘should have at [their] command the material 
resources necessary to exercise physical force should the cir-
cumstances demand it’ (Weber 1994: 313). Nevertheless, 
Weber’s was also a post-Hobbesian conception because of its 
emphasis on the role of electoral competition in ensuring that 
strong leaders could emerge and weak ones be dispensed 
with. Weber’s great regret was that Germany had failed to 
evolve a representative system of this type and had been 
lumbered with too many weak leaders. Though Bismarck had 
given Germany universal male suffrage, he had also bequeathed 
it a frail parliament and an electoral system based on pro-
portional representation. The result was that elected rep-
resentatives, with no opportunity to exercise real power, and 
nothing to do but worry about re-election, became focused 
on narrow, petty, partisan politics. Meanwhile, those with the 
real power – the Kaiser and his unelected ministers – were 
answerable to no one at all.

For Weber, modern political representation, despite the 
advances of democracy, was an unavoidably elitist form of 
politics. Indeed, if democratic representation was to be pos-
sible at all – that is, if it was to be compatible with responsible 
political decision-making rather than simply being a means 
of avoiding it – it had to have what he called a ‘Caesarist’ 
element. Representatives of the people could not simply be 
of the people; they had to be men apart, capable of asserting 
their personalities in such a way as to win the acclamation 
and support of the masses. Only such charismatic political 
leadership could resist the ossifi cation of politics at the hands 
of growing bureaucratization, party machinery and organized 
material interests. Weber was just one of a number of early 
twentieth-century political theorists who had noted the trend 
towards elitism in representative politics (see Ostrogorski 
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1964; Michels 1999; Mosca 1939; Pareto 1997). Drawing on 
a wide body of empirical evidence, they all pointed out that 
extensions of the franchise, rather than closing the gap 
between political representatives and those they represented, 
had served to widen it. Where they differed was in the extent 
to which they believed this to be unavoidable, and how much 
they regretted it. Weber did not think it was avoidable and, 
partly because of that, he did not think it worth regretting 
much. But what neither he nor the others believed was that 
the tension between representation and democracy was an 
illusion – they certainly did not think that the potentially 
authoritarian and inescapably elitist nature of representative 
politics was what made it democratic. Indeed, it is not clear 
that anyone really believed this until the case was made 
during the 1920s by the German jurist and philosopher Carl 
Schmitt (1888–1985).

Schmitt was a close reader of Weber who shared many of 
his concerns, particularly about the weakness of systems 
of proportional representation (Schmitt 1988). Schmitt 
took these concerns into the Weimar period, where he wit-
nessed what he saw as the inevitable struggles of a state that 
tried to reconcile a pluralistic form of interest-group politics 
with the need that all states have for unity, built upon decisive 
leadership. The great mistake, as Schmitt saw it, was to 
suppose that pluralism and its associated values and practices 
were somehow democratic, whereas decisive leadership 
was not. Instead, he believed that the political indecisiveness 
and instability on such conspicuous display in Weimar 
Germany were symptomatic of liberalism. The liberal model 
of government by discussion – and here Schmitt explicitly 
had in mind something like John Stuart Mill’s vision of free 
parliamentary debate by independent representatives capable 
of being persuaded by the best or most truthful argument – 
had, with the expansion of the franchise, given way to ass-
emblies colonized by party functionaries, organized around 
deeply antagonistic class-based interests and preoccupied 
with deal-making and vote-counting. The time had come, 
Schmitt believed, to turn from the broken machinery of 
liberal parliaments to a more vital form of democratic 
representation.



56  The History of Representation

Like Tocqueville, Schmitt thought democracy was the 
modern political principle; unlike Tocqueville, however, 
Schmitt used this diagnosis to justify the elimination, rather 
than the application, of a series of liberal restraints on the 
workings of democracy. Democracy was decisive in its 
very nature and it needed to be rescued from liberalism if it 
was to survive. Liberalism privileged heterogeneity, a separa-
tion between state and society, the public representation of 
private concerns and interests, the privatization of politics. 
Democracy was, by contrast, a quest for homogeneity which 
rested upon a set of political identifi cations between governed 
and governors, the people and their representatives. This 
meant that democracy could only reveal its decisive character 
in the modern world through the instrument of representa-
tion, which in its true sense stood opposed to liberalism 
(proportional representation, on this account, was a cor-
rupted, liberal form). True representation meant capturing 
the essence of the thing being represented and in the case of 
the people this meant their character as a decision-making 
entity. In addition, representation bestowed dignity in 
Schmitt’s terms. For the people, it did this by showing them 
to be capable of sustaining strong leadership by having 
their political ‘essence’ and ‘unity’ embodied in a single 
authoritative representative. ‘The idea of representation,’ 
Schmitt wrote, ‘is so completely governed by the conception 
of personal authority that the representative as well as the 
person represented must maintain a personal dignity – it is 
not a materialist concept’ (Schmitt 1996: 17).

It was not a large step from here to a celebration of plebi-
scitary forms of representation more or less detached from 
electoral competition altogether. So in 1926 Schmitt wrote: 
‘The will of the people can be expressed just as well and 
perhaps better through acclamation, through something 
taken for granted  .  .  .  than through the statistical apparatus 
that has been constructed with such meticulousness in the 
last fi fty years’ (Schmitt 1988: 16). In 1933, he took the 
personal step of joining the Nazi Party, believing Adolf 
Hitler to be a representative politician who had been legiti-
mized by popular acclaim, not just by mechanical vote-
counting. Eventually, Schmitt came to see that he had been 
wrong about Hitler – after the war, he claimed that he had 
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misjudged Hitler’s true character, thinking him to have been 
a simple dictator, when he turned out to be a totalitarian 
thug. But he was wrong about representation too. His mistake 
had been to collapse the distinction that Weber had always 
upheld between the mechanical and the mystical dimensions 
of political representation.

For Weber, although plebiscitary leadership was necessary 
to compensate for the formal legalism of modern rational 
government, it could not simply be collapsed into arbitrary 
rule. The charismatic ruler must remain committed to an 
‘ethic of responsibility’, which required him to account ratio-
nally for his motives, and to estimate the consequences of 
his actions (Weber 1994). It was the job of parliamentary 
democracy to ensure that no leader could forget these con-
straints. For Schmitt, an anti-parliamentary Caesarism was 
truer to the essence of political experience as ‘a pure decision 
not based on reason and discussion and not justifying 
itself  .  .  .  and absolute decision created out of nothingness’ 
(Schmitt 1988: 66). Weber believed modern representative 
politics included both a rational and an irrational element, 
embedded in the bureaucratic organization of the mass 
party and the charismatic personality of the plebiscitary-
democratic ruler respectively. These elements could not be 
reduced to each other, yet nor could they exist without 
each other. Schmitt, in his dismay at what he saw as the 
creeping encroachments of liberal materialism in Weimar 
politics, tried to extricate representation from its rationa-
lizing elements altogether, returning it to its early theological 
aura, and its deeply personalist roots. That is why Schmitt 
ended up with Hitler whereas Weber had started out with 
Gladstone.

Another close reader of Weber, the Austrian economist 
Joseph Schumpeter (1883–1950), made a mistake that went 
in an entirely different direction. Schumpeter agreed with 
Weber that democratic politics was inevitably elitist but he 
abandoned the idea that representation could be a means of 
bridging the gap between the elites and the rest. Instead, 
spurred on in part by the terrible misjudgements of people 
like Schmitt, he dismissed entirely the idea that the people 
could be represented in a way that corresponded to their will, 
or their essence. This was because, Schumpeter insisted, they 
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possessed no will or essence of their own. They were just a 
crowd of individuals.

Democracy for Schumpeter was simply a competition 
among elites to secure the consent of the wider public to 
govern them, something that was bestowed periodically 
through elections. But Schumpeter’s error was to identify the 
concept of representation exclusively with the infl ated notion 
of democracy that he was trying to debunk – absurdly, he 
associated the idea that the people’s will could be represented 
with authors like Rousseau (Schumpeter 1976). He failed to 
notice that the modern conception of representation has its 
roots in Hobbes, who shared his scepticism about the ability 
of crowds of individuals to act with a single will but saw 
representation as part of the solution rather than part of the 
problem. Because Schumpeter regarded the representation of 
the people as a hollow idea, he came to treat representation 
itself as an irrelevance: just one of the terms people use to 
conceal from themselves the true nature of democratic life 
which was nothing but competition for power. So where 
Schmitt had tried to collapse democracy into representation, 
Schumpeter chose to discard the concept of representation 
altogether.

Democracy vs. representation

Unsurprisingly, of these two followers of Weber, Schumpeter’s 
sceptical view of representation has proved much more 
infl uential than Schmitt’s fantastical one. For many political 
theorists today, it remains the case that representation is 
a distraction when thinking about democracy – it simply 
sets up false expectations. As one prominent contemporary 
Schumpeterian has put it, representation is ‘an inescapably 
suspect idea’ and should be approached with great caution 
when considering the basic principles of democratic theory 
(Shapiro 2003). Within rational choice theory, representation 
also tends to get treated as something of an irrelevance since 
the problems of aggregating individual preferences into col-
lective judgements hold for representative assemblies as much 
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as for any other kind of ostensibly democratic body. For this 
school of thought, representation does not solve the problems 
of democracy; it merely replicates them.

Some contemporary political philosophers have found a 
place for representation within their conceptions of democ-
racy; this too, however, tends to be in a narrowly instrumental 
role. For John Rawls, the idea of representation was primarily 
located within the context of the ‘original position’ through 
which the hypothetical judgements of rational persons are 
taken to represent the considered judgement of society as a 
whole (Rawls 1999). When it comes to the business of apply-
ing these judgements to the real world rather than within a 
hypothetical setting, followers of Rawls generally take it for 
granted that the essential character of democratic justice is 
unaffected by the fact that it is exercised through the institu-
tions of representative government. Representation, on this 
account, is a device but never a principle of just political 
action. Similarly, the recent generation of deliberative demo-
crats, inspired in large part by Rawls and Jürgen Habermas, 
have sought to reform or to bypass conventional representa-
tive institutions by grounding politics in a more explicitly 
democratic framework of values: openness, communicative-
ness, reasonableness (Habermas 1984; Rawls 1993). Repre-
sentation may serve these ends, if it is conducted in the right 
way – there can be open, communicative, reasonable forms 
of representative politics. But representation is only of value 
in so far as it does serve these ends. In chapter 5 we will look 
at some exceptions to this rule but generally speaking repre-
sentation is defi ned and defended within contemporary politi-
cal theory in the terms of democracy, rather than the other 
way around.

In this sense, contemporary political thought – whether 
scientifi c or philosophical – echoes Tocqueville. It treats 
democracy as the founding principle of modern political life 
and representation as the appendage. Depending on whether 
it is the sunnier or the bleaker aspect of the Tocquevillian 
legacy that comes through, representation appends democ-
racy either by being one of the instruments of practical poli-
tics that must be judged according to democratic values, or 
one of the essentially empty ideas that are used to conceal the 
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true nature of democratic tyranny. The widespread use of the 
phrase ‘representative democracy’ refl ects a general sense 
that, for better or worse, political representation is nothing 
without its democratic underpinnings – that without democ-
racy, representation is just a word.

Yet as we have seen in this chapter, Tocqueville’s under-
standing of the relationship between democracy and rep-
resentation is the exception rather than the rule in the modern 
history of the evolution of these two concepts. The dominant 
tradition, which runs from Hobbes through thinkers as 
various as Sieyès, Madison, Constant, John Stuart Mill and 
Weber, takes representation to be the essential idea and 
democracy, at best, to be the qualifi cation. The thought that 
unites this dominant tradition is that representation contains 
within itself both democratic and non-democratic elements 
and, far from presenting us with a choice between them, it 
presents us with the resources that obviate the need to make 
such a choice. The concept of representation is what allows 
for creative thinking about how to combine popular partici-
pation with the necessary detachment on which all viable 
forms of modern politics depend. As a result, there are good 
reasons to doubt that what has emerged from this tradition 
is best described in the prevailing terminology of representa-
tive democracy; rather, it is a world of more or less democ-
ratized forms of political representation. Representation 
remains the foundational idea of modern politics in ways that 
contemporary political theory has often missed or chosen to 
ignore. We need to recognize that modern politics has always 
been, with respect to the central place of representation within 
it, a recognizably Hobbesian enterprise.

Nevertheless, in one important respect, Hobbes got politi-
cal representation fundamentally wrong. In his obsession 
with order, and in his desire to bury the medieval tradition, 
he assumed that all viable representative bodies had to follow 
the model of the state (he even argued that families were 
like mini-states, to be represented by the sovereign head of 
the household). The opposite is true: there are many other 
ways of thinking about representation than those described 
in this chapter, which have been concerned exclusively with 
representation at the level of the state. There is local rep-
resentation, and personal representation, and commercial 
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representation, and cooperative representation, and much 
else besides. All of these different forms of representation play 
an important role in the life of modern states, in ways that 
Hobbes either missed or deliberately ignored. Moreover, 
some are much more democratic than others. The next two 
chapters of this book will explore these different varieties of 
representation in order to get an alternative perspective on 
the problems of representative politics. The approach will be 
analytical rather than historical, looking at the full range of 
models for which the concept of representation allows. Only 
then will we be in a position to return to the question of the 
state and to ask how far the story of democratic representa-
tion that runs from the seventeenth century to the twentieth 
is likely to continue into the twenty-fi rst.





Part II
The Logic of 
Representation





3
Representing Individuals

The history of representation makes clear that there is no 
single underlying model of the concept that was subsequently 
developed or elaborated to produce more complex versions. 
If anything, the reverse is true. Representation began life as 
a complicated, multifaceted idea that has been progressively 
pared down by political theorists searching for a clarifi ed 
understanding of what it can do. But a historical perspective 
is not the only one available for thinking about how repre-
sentation might work. An alternative approach is to start 
with what are analytically the simplest models of representa-
tion and then to see what can be built on top of them.

The simplest models are those that involve the representa-
tion of individuals by individuals, each treated as separate 
agents. This chapter explores a range of these different models 
of representation, drawn from sources that prioritize the 
experience of individual agents. This means borrowing con-
ceptions of representation that are most often seen at work 
in economics and law. The aim is to get a clear understanding 
of the different ways that the concept of representation can 
be used. This analytic approach connects with the various 
modes of representation that we have seen at work in the 
history of the concept – representation as authorization, rep-
resentation as trusteeship, representation as identity. But it 
separates them out to explore them in their own terms. We 
then go on to ask in the following chapter what work each 
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of these conceptions is able to do in the more complex setting 
of group activity that provides the basis of all politics. In this 
way, it is possible to explore whether the idea of representa-
tion can be rescued from its messy history and instead organ-
ized around a series of more durable conceptual distinctions. 
Some of these distinctions might then provide the basis for a 
normative account that shifts the focus away from what 
representation has become and towards what it ought to be. 
This is the subject of the fi nal part of the book.

Representation as a principal–agent relation

The simplest standard model of what is involved in represen-
tation is one that follows the principal–agent format (bor-
rowed from private law and commonly used in economics, 
though as we have seen the terminology itself stretches all the 
way back to the Leveller debates of the 1640s). The most 
straightforward version of the principal–agent relation sees 
individuals hiring other individuals to do some job for them 
that they cannot do for themselves. Here, one person (the 
principal) appoints another (the agent) to perform some 
action or function on their behalf. Often, the action will be 
specifi ed in advance so that the agent will be acting within 
narrowly defi ned limits. However, it is also possible to have 
a principal–agent relationship defi ned in very broad terms, 
giving agents considerable latitude in how to perform their 
role (this is sometimes referred to as ‘agency slack’). Either 
way, what distinguishes principal–agent relationships is the 
understanding that the primary purpose of such an arrange-
ment is to uphold or further the interests of the principal. As 
a result, representation understood in these terms tends to 
focus on the interests of the represented and it is a model of 
this kind that tends to be preferred in accounts of political 
representation that focus on the interests of the voters.

However, even in the simplest forms of principal–agent 
relationships, there are a number of different factors to be 
taken into account. First, the relationship does not necessarily 
run in a single direction – that is, from the interests of the 
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principal to the actions of the agent. Instead, the relationship 
can run in two directions: from principal to agent, establish-
ing what the agent is authorized to do, and from agent back 
to principal, establishing what responsibility the principal 
bears for the actions of the agent. It is this second feature 
of principal–agent relationships that brings them under the 
heading of representation. For example, if I hire someone to 
mow my lawn, I am the principal and that person is my agent. 
But someone who mows my lawn is not necessarily my rep-
resentative. If they fail to mow my lawn properly, then they 
will have failed me as a principal, and I will have to bear 
the consequences; but it does not follow that I will have 
been misrepresented by their actions. Representation requires 
something more than an agent acting under instruction for 
another’s benefi t; it also requires that the principal is some-
how implicated in what the agent does. For principals to be 
represented by the action of an agent, they have to have a 
presence in the action itself.

Yet it is precisely because principal–agent relations are 
organized around the interests of the principal that it can be 
tempting on this model to try to defi ne the idea of representa-
tion solely in terms of interests and to ignore the question of 
presence. If someone fails to uphold my interests, we will 
often want to say that the individual concerned has failed to 
represent me properly. So if I ask the person who is mowing 
my lawn to take the mower in for repair and fi x a fair price 
with the repairer, only to discover that he or she has agreed 
an infl ated price and pocketed the difference, I will be entitled 
to say that my agent failed to act as my representative. But 
there are three important things to remember here. First, my 
interests being at stake is not suffi cient for something to count 
as an act of representation. We often act in other people’s 
interests without representing them – giving money to 
someone who is destitute and begs for help will invariably be 
in that person’s interests but it does not make you his or her 
representative. Second, it would be a mistake to elevate self-
lessness on the part of agents into a necessary condition of 
representation. No agent is ever entirely selfl ess. Even the 
person who negotiates a fair price for the repair of my mower 
will be thinking about themselves at some point (how long 
will this take? will it lead to more work?) in a way that will 
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impact on what is considered fair. Third, it is still possible to 
represent other individuals while acting against their inter-
ests. For example, a lawyer who makes a mess of a case is 
still representing his/her client, even though the client would 
be better off had he or she been represented by someone else. 
Lawyers only cease to represent a client when the client sacks 
them. Acting in someone else’s interests is therefore neither a 
necessary nor a suffi cient condition for something to count 
as an act of representation.

It is my presence in the action of someone else – the fact 
that another person is not merely trying to help me but is 
acting for me – that allows me to call that person my repre-
sentative. As a result, in relationships of representation the 
question of how a principal might seek to control the actions 
of an agent is always an issue. There are different ways in 
which principals can try to control the agents who represent 
them – that is, there are different ways for them to assert 
their presence. One method of control is to give agents clear 
instructions about what they may do. But another is to insist 
on tight limits to the responsibility a principal bears for 
what is actually done. If I hire someone to represent me in 
a business transaction, I might explicitly instruct my rep-
resentative to negotiate on my behalf only within certain 
fi nancial limits. Alternatively, I might say that I will only 
bear responsibility for any agreement that is undertaken on 
my behalf if it falls within those limits. The aim in both types 
of cases is the same – to ensure my agent does not commit me 
beyond what I can afford. But the nature of the relationship 
will be different: in one case I am trying to tell an agent 
what to do by limiting that agent’s personal responsibility; 
in the other I am relying on the agent’s personal responsibility 
(and the fact that there are various liabilities that I will not 
honour and so may attach to the agent) to limit what any agent 
might think it wise to do.

An example like this also illustrates that relationships of 
representation cannot simply be understood in terms of the 
arrangements that exist between principals and their agents. 
There are also the people with whom these agents deal. In a 
business transaction involving an agent acting on behalf of 
a principal there has to be a third party to transact with, 
and third parties will always want to know exactly how the 
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principal is implicated in the actions of the agent. Even the 
simplest forms of representation involve the possibility of 
three separate relationships:

•  between the principal and the agent;
• between the agent and the third party with whom the 

agent is dealing on the principal’s behalf;
• between the principal and the third party with whom the 

agent is dealing.

This is the other distinctive feature of representation: for 
principals to be present in the actions of agents, they have to 
be present for someone else (this is not the case when my agent 
simply mows my lawn). As well as principals and agents, 
representation also requires an audience of some kind.

The result is that even the simplest form of representation 
understood in principal–agent terms are considerably more 
complex than the simplest forms of principal–agent relation-
ships per se (see fi gures 3.1 and 3.2). In relationships of rep-
resentation, principals will need to consider the following 
questions. How closely are they able or willing to monitor 

Principal Agent 
Instruction/commission

Principal Agent 

Instruction/authorization

Responsibility/liability

Third party 

Information/ 
communication

Information/ 
communication 

Figure 3.1 Simplest principal–agent model

Figure 3.2 Simplest representation model
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the actions of their representatives? How much congruence 
is there between the interests of the agent and their own 
interests? What other factors are likely to infl uence the way 
their representatives act? Agents will want to know: what 
degree of responsibility are their principals willing to take 
for their actions? What level of scrutiny are they subject to? 
How clearly defi ned are their principals’ interests? Third 
parties will want to know, as far as possible, the answer to 
all these questions because much of their own behaviour 
will depend on how they understand the respective interests, 
liabilities and independence of the two parties they are 
dealing with. For instance, a third party dealing with an 
agent known to be trusted by the principal might behave 
very differently from one dealing with someone known to 
be on a tight leash.

What all parties have to accept is that there will inevitably 
be some asymmetries in relationships of representation. This 
is true for even the most straightforward forms of representa-
tion, never mind the more complex political models that we 
will go on to discuss in subsequent chapters. An agent’s inter-
ests will never coincide exactly with those of the principal 
because agents are always persons in their own right with 
interests of their own. Information will also be unequally 
distributed: principals can never know everything that agents 
do on their behalf because agents cannot be subject to perfect 
scrutiny. Likewise, representation can involve signifi cant time 
lags between actions and their effects so that agents may do 
something which they believe accords with the interests of 
the principal, unaware of the ways that the principal’s inter-
ests have changed. This problem is not what it was – the 
months and sometimes years that it took for information to 
travel across the globe in the pre-steam age meant that no 
one could be sure of what had changed in the interim, whereas 
information technology now allows for near-instant access to 
decisions taken anywhere on the planet. But still there will 
be gaps – representation, by defi nition, entails an absence as 
well as a presence, so that what agents do is not always 
immediately accessible to their principals. Third parties may 
try to exploit whatever gaps exist. As a result, representation 
always takes place in circumstances of incomplete informa-
tion, risk and uncertainty.
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Given this uncertainty, perhaps the basic question to ask 
is why any principal should choose to be represented in the 
fi rst place. Principal–agent relations imply that principals 
take a decision to allow someone else to do something for 
them instead of doing it for themselves. This may simply 
be a question of convenience – as Constant said, rich men 
hire stewards. But it might also refl ect a judgement on the 
principal’s part about his or her own competence – clients 
hire lawyers not just for convenience (in fact, the results 
are often deeply inconvenient) but because they wish to be 
represented by someone who can do a better job than they 
could do themselves. These different possible motivations 
for choosing to be represented by an agent pose different 
sorts of problems. Expert representatives will have to be 
given a certain amount of discretion to exercise their own 
judgement but if they have too much discretion they may 
lose sight of the interests of their clients. Representatives 
performing more rudimentary tasks will need to be kept in 
check to prevent them straying beyond their own competence 
but if they are subject to too much surveillance then the 
whole purpose of the arrangement – its convenience – will 
be lost. In each case, there is a balance to be struck, and 
how best to do it will often depend on the details of the 
case itself.

What though of principals who require representation for 
actions that they cannot perform for themselves? Here, it is 
important to distinguish between two kinds of incapacity. A 
client might hire a lawyer to act as a representative in a 
complex legal transaction which in the absence of legal rep-
resentation simply could not happen because no one would 
know how to proceed. Although in this case the principal is 
dependent on being represented for the action to take place, 
the principal is not completely incapable because he or she 
retains the capacity to authorize a representative to act (and 
presumably to fi re that representative as well). This is differ-
ent from cases of representation where the person being rep-
resented lacks even the capacity to make such an appointment, 
as would be true of small children, or other sorts of mentally 
incapable individuals (including the unborn). What is crucial 
to recognize here is that in these latter cases we have moved 
beyond the boundaries of principal–agent relations because 
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the individuals being represented do not have the personal 
autonomy we expect of principals. This then becomes one of 
the central issues when considering the applicability of the 
principal–agent model to politics. As many theorists from 
Hobbes onwards have pointed out, politics may well depend 
on the representation of entities, up to and including the state 
itself, which are incapable of acting for themselves. It is for 
this reason that the question of how to represent children and 
other incapable entities is of great potential signifi cance for 
thinking about political representation.

Hanna Pitkin, who rejects what she regards as Hobbes’s 
unacceptably paternalistic conception of political representa-
tion, argues that children cannot be represented because rep-
resentation entails a capacity on the part of the represented 
to object to what is being done in their name (Pitkin 1967: 
162). She classes children along with inanimate objects and 
other abstractions as entities that can be represented symboli-
cally or fi guratively – in the way that a country can be rep-
resented by its fl ag – but not substantively, since substantive 
representation depends on individuals being able to assert 
their presence in the actions of their agents. Of course, it is 
still possible to take decisions on behalf of children and 
indeed their incapacity often makes this essential. But Pitkin 
is keen to ensure that the language of representation does not 
become too promiscuous in accommodating incapacity 
because she fears this will allow the representatives of capable 
individuals to ignore their wishes. To put it at its simplest, 
Pitkin is fearful that if we allow loose talk about the repre-
sentation of children, then political representatives may treat 
the voters they represent as no more capable than children of 
knowing what is best for them. And this is precisely what 
Pitkin thinks that the Hobbesian conception of representation 
is ultimately offering us.

There is certainly something to be said for trying to limit 
the scope of representation to cases where it is possible to 
object to what is being done on another’s behalf. As we 
have already seen, Pitkin is right to insist that merely acting 
in another’s interests is not suffi cient for something to 
count as representation. Parents who feed their children 
every day are acting in the children’s interests but are not 
repre senting them. This is not simply because the action is 
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unobjec tionable. It is also because there is no context in 
which it would make sense for the child to assert a presence 
in the action of the parent – to whom would this presence be 
asserted, and to what purpose? What is missing here is an 
audience.

But it does not follow from this that there are no cases in 
which someone acting in a child’s interests can be said to be 
representing that child. Parents who speak on behalf of 
their child at a school meeting – perhaps to complain about 
the way the child is being taught – can plausibly claim to 
be representing their child by looking out for its interests. 
One reason this fi ts the criterion of representation is that 
there is someone to whom the actions are addressed – the 
parents are defending the child’s interests in a context where 
that interest needs to be made present before an audience 
(in this case, the teachers and other parents). But what 
still seems to be lacking is some limitation of any parent’s 
capacity to usurp their children’s interests in the act of rep-
resenting them. What if the parents are wrong about how 
the child is being taught (the teaching is excellent) and wrong 
to complain about it (their proposals would make things 
worse) but the child is unable to say this because the child 
is presumed not to know its own interests? Do we still want 
to say that the parent is representing the child? And if so, 
do we risk turning the parent into a kind of Hobbesian 
mini-sovereign?

Clearly, by this point we have moved well beyond the 
framework of principal–agent relations. We have also moved 
from purely descriptive to semi-normative questions of what 
should count as representation. The diffi culties arise because 
it is no longer clear who is principal and who is agent – the 
child ought to be principal if being represented but the inca-
pacity of children reduces them to a passive role, allowing 
the parent to initiate as well as enact the role of representa-
tive. The attraction of viewing representation in principal– 
agent terms is that it rules out these sorts of ambiguities. But 
it remains a relatively narrow framework, precisely because 
it cannot make sense of the representation of people and 
things incapable of representing themselves. To make sense 
of this sort of representation, it is necessary to introduce 
another legal model: trusteeship.
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Mandate vs. trust

The idea of representatives as trustees acting on behalf of 
individuals who cannot act for themselves has often been 
used to supplement principal–agent conceptions of represen-
tation. Trusteeship does not always presuppose incapacity on 
the part of the person being represented – for example, a 
simple form of trust would be one that placed the property 
of a responsible adult in the hands of a trustee because the 
original owner is abroad or otherwise cut off from the day-
to-day management of their affairs (the management of the 
estates of the original Crusaders fell under this heading and 
was an early version of a kind of trust). This sort of arrange-
ment is not so different from hiring a steward. But the sig-
nifi cant legal difference is that trustees do not simply manage 
someone else’s affairs; for the duration of the trust, they actu-
ally own the property in question (this is what makes it a 
question of ‘trust’ because the property has been handed 
over). For this reason, it is possible to argue that trusteeship 
in its strict legal sense should not be classed as a form of 
representation at all. Trustees are not acting for other indi-
viduals but acting as owners of property that has been passed 
to them for a certain period. The benefi ciary to whom the 
property will revert bears the consequences of what the 
trustee does but is not necessarily implicated in the trustee’s 
actions. Trustees are, in this respect, their own persons.

Nevertheless, it is not hard to see why trusteeship should 
offer a compelling metaphor for certain kinds of representa-
tion. This is because trustees are meant to act in the interests 
of their benefi ciaries when transacting with third parties, 
despite having the discretion to exercise their own judgement. 
Trusteeship offers a contrast with the model of representation 
that sees representatives as acting under instruction. This is 
often called the ‘mandate’ model. Mandated representatives 
act as mechanical, passive extensions of their principals – they 
are a kind of megaphone through which principals make their 
voice heard, and they are required to keep checking with their 
principals that they are saying the right thing. The trouble 
with this sort of model of representation is precisely that it 
is so mechanical and, if it is meant to be an arrangement of 
convenience, it risks becoming deeply inconvenient. Trustees, 
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by contrast, are more fl exible because they do not act under 
direct instruction from the individuals whose interests they 
are upholding. Instead, they are empowered to do what they 
think best.

But another advantage the trustee has over the mandate 
model is that it can be extended to cover the representation 
of individuals who cannot act for themselves. Trustees often 
look after the property of individuals who are beneath the 
age where they can look after it themselves and this can be 
extended to individuals who remain unborn, enabling trus-
tees to protect the property for the benefi t of future genera-
tions. If trusteeship is understood as a form of representation, 
then it seems to provide a basis for thinking about how inca-
pable entities can be represented. But it only does so by 
introducing a fourth party into relations of representation – 
the capable individuals who set up the trust in the fi rst place. 
Trustees who act for children, for instance, are authorized by 
the individuals who appoint them to be the child’s representa-
tive. Here, trustees are bound not by the instructions of the 
person they represent but by the expectations of the person 
who establishes their power to act. In the case of a parent 
establishing a trust for a child, the model would look like 
fi gure 3.3.

In the case of legal trusts, however, all these relationships 
would themselves be founded on the relation between the 
individuals concerned with a particular piece of property. So 
the underlying picture looks like fi gure 3.4.

Parent Trustee

Third party Child 

exchange

authorization

benefit

protection

Figure 3.3 Simple trustee model of representation
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A model of this kind requires the enforcement of the courts 
to uphold the property relations on which it depends – in 
early English law, trusteeship evolved as the specifi c respon-
sibility of the Court of Chancery. But once we view trustee-
ship in these terms, it starts to look less attractive as a model 
for representation. Chancery was the setting for Jarndyce vs. 
Jarndyce, Dickens’s metaphor in Bleak House for the night-
marish complexity and ineffi ciency of the English courts in 
dealing with the property of minors. It’s not hard to see 
how things might go wrong here – a conception of repre-
sentation that introduces four separate claims on individual 
pieces of property could take a lot of disentangling. At this 
point, straightforward paternalism might start to look more 
appealing.

What though if we move beyond the strict legal model and 
replace the idea of property with the broader notion of inter-
ests? It is often said that trustees are meant to represent the 
interests of benefi ciaries. What this means is that trustees 
should bear these interests in mind when they undertake 
transactions with third parties. Another way to put it is to say 
that the interests of the benefi ciary should be present in these 
transactions. But we are still faced with the question of how 
that presence is to be understood. There are a number of dif-
fi culties here. First, interests, unlike pieces of property, are not 

Property 

Authorizer Trustee

Third party Beneficiary

Original
ownership

Benefit

Temporary 
ownership 

Exchange

Figure 3.4 Model of legal trusteeship
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an objective category. Different parties are likely to disagree 
about whether or not particular interests are present because 
they are likely to disagree about what those interests actually 
are. Second, it is not clear how an arrangement of this kind 
can be established if the benefi ciaries are incapable of acting 
for themselves. What is to substitute for the idea of ‘original 
ownership’ if this is no longer to be a relationship based on 
property? Third, in the absence of legal enforcement, what is 
to prevent trustees from abusing their trust and simply failing 
to bear the interests of the benefi ciary in mind?

All of these diffi culties relate to the same problem: how 
can the presence of the benefi ciary be asserted in the actions 
of the trustee so that their relationship can be understood as 
one of representation rather than merely a case of one person 
looking out for another’s interests (as when a parent looks 
after a baby)? On the principal–agent model, principals can 
assert their presence by objecting to what the representative 
does on their behalf. For Pitkin, this capacity to object is a 
necessary condition of all forms of legitimate representation. 
In the case of trustees, the gap between original ownership 
and eventual benefi t in the underlying model seems to rule 
out this possibility because the individuals who might object 
are not the individuals whose interests are being represented. 
But if we adapt Pitkin’s argument and say simply that it is a 
necessary condition of this form of representation that 
someone should be able to object to the way a representative 
is acting, then the problem becomes less acute (see Runciman 
2007). Take, for example, the case of a parent authorizing a 
trustee to look after the interests of a child. The child can’t 
object to what the representative does but the parent can. 
Indeed, when parents do object, they are likely to couch 
their objection in the terms of representation, viz. ‘You were 
meant to be representing my child’s interest, but you have 
just been looking out for yourself.’ It is this element of con-
testation, as we shall see in chapter 5, that ultimately proves 
vital to the adaptation of this model of representation to 
democratic politics.

The result of this contestability of claims to represent is 
that trustee models of representation, unlike principal–agent 
models, leave open the question of whose objections are 
going to prove decisive. When an agent acts for a principal, 
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then it is clear that the principal’s objections must be decisive. 
If a lawyer wishes to plead guilty on behalf of a client who 
objects and insists the plea should be not guilty, the lawyer 
has no choice but to acquiesce (even though the lawyer 
may think, with good reason, that a guilty plea is in the 
client’s best interests). But in the case of trusteeship, the inca-
pacity of the persons whose interests are being represented 
to object on their own behalf means that others may compete 
for that role. This may not seem to be an issue in the case of 
parents who appoint representatives to act for their children 
because parents might be said to have ‘original ownership’ 
over their children’s interests. It would take a brave person 
to tell a child’s parents that their objections to what a rep-
resentative is doing in their child’s name are not decisive 
(though when the child’s interests are at stake, bravery may 
be just what is required).

But in parent–child relations, there is the further problem 
of knowing what to do when parents establish themselves as 
the representative of their child’s best interests. Let’s return 
to the case of a parent seeking to represent a child by com-
plaining about the teaching at a school meeting. On the 
account given above, someone needs to be able to object to 
what the parent says if the child is to have some presence in 
the action. If parents can say anything on behalf of their 
children (for example, that as the child’s representative, they 
have decided to cease educating that child altogether) without 
anyone else intervening, then it is hard to see how that child’s 
interests are being made present because it is not clear how 
the child’s interests are to have a presence independently of 
what the parent happens to be saying. But if a teacher can 
object to what the parent is saying, by stating that it is not 
in the child’s interests, then we can plausibly think of this 
encounter as falling under the heading of representation 
because the child’s interests are being treated as having some 
independent existence apart from the claims of the parent.

What remains to be resolved, however, is the basis of 
the teacher’s claim. Do teachers have some better understand-
ing of children’s interests than parents? Or has someone 
appointed them to speak up for the child in this particular 
case? Either way, the ability of any teacher to gainsay the 
parent will depend on their being able to show that they too 
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are a plausible representative of the child’s interests. This is 
the central difference between representation as a principal– 
agent relation, and representation as a form of trusteeship. 
In the case of the fi rst, any tension derives from the different 
perspectives of the representative and the person being rep-
resented. In the case of the second, the tension derives from 
the rival claims of different representatives to identify the best 
interests of the represented.

To summarize: trustees may be thought of as representa-
tives if there is some way of making the interests of those 
whom they represent present in their actions, independently 
of whatever the trustees themselves happen to say or do. But 
there is no simple or knockdown way of establishing that 
presence, as there is in the case of principal–agent relation-
ships where the objections of the principal are decisive. In 
this chapter, we have deliberately avoided any extended 
political examples because we want to clarify the analytical 
distinctions before moving on to the politics. But to conclude 
this section, it is worth spelling out the political implications 
of what has been said here. Trusteeship is often thought of 
as one possible model of political representation. This cannot 
be literal trusteeship because literal trusteeship is a property 
relation upheld by specialized courts of law. It must be a 
metaphor. But even as a metaphor, the idea has limits. If 
political representatives can claim to be able to speak for the 
interests of those they represent without anyone being able 
to object, then this is not representation but simple paternal-
ism. On the other hand, if the people they represent are able 
to object on their own behalf, then this is not trusteeship but 
a principal–agent relationship (which doesn’t mean it is nec-
essarily a form of ‘mandate’, since principals can allow their 
agents plenty of slack, as we have seen). It is only trusteeship 
if the representative’s claim to act in the interests of the rep-
resented is subject to some competing claim from 
a rival representative – whether a politician, a newspaper, a 
pressure group, a crowd – which can give those interests 
a separate presence. That separate presence should never be 
confused with an objective presence – the claims will always 
be in competition with each other. How they are settled is the 
stuff of politics itself, and this is what we will consider in the 
fi nal part of the book.
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Representation as identifi cation

However, there is a third way to think about the representa-
tion of individuals that is distinct from the two we have 
considered so far. Representation understood as a principal–
agent relationship and representation understood as trustee-
ship both entail the conscious decision by someone to appoint 
a representative. They are, at root, legal models and they 
presuppose fi xed arrangements made for particular purposes. 
But there is another way an individual can be represented by 
someone else which occurs when an individual identifi es with 
the actions of another person in a way that gives that indi-
vidual a stake in the other’s actions. For example, if someone 
in my street makes a complaint about noisy neighbours, I 
may feel that they are also representing me, even though I 
have not appointed them or instructed them to complain 
(perhaps no one has). The reason they represent me is that 
I identify with the complaint because my experiences are 
similar. They are speaking for me because we have something 
in common.

There are many different ways that one individual can 
identify with another, both inside and outside of the scope of 
politics, and it is important not to assume that these are all 
forms of representation. A person might sympathize with 
someone else without feeling that the other person is some 
kind of representative. If I hear a tale of family woe that 
reminds me of my own family, I may identify with it (or as 
people often say, ‘relate’ to it) but that doesn’t mean I am 
represented by it. This is because representation requires 
a third party, or audience. If I am simply listening to some-
one’s story, and fi nding myself in sympathy with it, this 
doesn’t give me an additional presence elsewhere. But if I 
read that story in a newspaper advice column, and feel 
that the advice coming back could apply to me too, then it 
makes sense to say that someone else is representing me. 
Identifi cation is a form of representation when it gives one 
person a presence in the actions of another by dint of some-
thing that they share.

Usually, what they will share are common interests. People 
who live in the same street have a shared interest in keeping 
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the noise down, so that when one person complains, he or 
she complains for everyone. However, what people can also 
share are accidental qualities, which make it likely that they 
have interests in common but by no means certain. If I have 
suffered from a particular form of discrimination, then 
someone else who has suffered the same discrimination and 
gone public with their grievances could be said to represent 
me. This is what we mean when we talk about certain indi-
viduals being the ‘poster child’ for a particular cause. But it 
does not follow that my interests are being served by being 
represented in this way – I may fi nd that all the attention 
being given to one person leaves me worse off than before 
(for example, it might get in the way of serious attention 
being given to the full scope of the problem). Having interests 
in common with someone with whom one identifi es becomes 
even less certain when the basis of the identifi cation is not 
some shared experience but simply a shared attribute: family, 
gender, race, religion. We need to be careful not to assume 
that representation as identifi cation necessarily entails the 
representation of interests. That is the hope but not always 
the outcome.

Underlying this hope is the idea that someone who resem-
bles me in important respects will act as I would act and 
therefore promote my interests automatically. That is the 
positive version of representation as identifi cation. But there 
is also a negative version which allows me to identify with 
people who share in any adverse consequences of the deci-
sions that they take. If the person who sets the noise abate-
ment levels for my street also happens to live in my street, 
then I can be reasonably confi dent that any decision will 
serve my interests because the decision-maker cannot offl oad 
the consequences on to me. This form of representation 
produces a similar outcome to principal–agent mechanisms 
which require agents to take some personal responsibility 
for what they do. But it works in the opposite way. Agents 
take responsibility for their own actions at the point where 
they cease to represent their principals; as such, representa-
tion marks where one set of responsibilities end and another 
begins. But when we identify with our representative, then 
representation marks the point at which responsibilities 
overlap.
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The other big difference is that representation as identifi ca-
tion does not depend on the consent of the representative. 
Agents have to agree to act as agents. But I may fi nd myself 
the poster child for some cause without having any say in the 
matter. So people can fi nd themselves acting as representa-
tives against their own wishes – women, for example, are 
sometime told that they speak for other women whether they 
like it or not. But individuals cannot be represented against 
their own wishes – here, the point about objections being 
decisive still holds. If you say or do something with which I 
identify, then I may consider you to be my representative. But 
if I say or do something with which I think you ought to 
identify, your telling me that you do not identify with it is 
enough to break the ties of representation. Take the example 
of the noisy neighbours. If I identify with your complaints, 
then you represent me. But if I don’t identify with your com-
plaints (perhaps because noise doesn’t bother me, or because 
I want to be noisy myself), then your telling me that I ought 
to share your concerns doesn’t make you my representative, 
in the absence of a prior agreement between us. The language 
of representation is highly fl exible but it has its limits and this 
is one of them.

However, at this point we also clearly reach the limits of 
what it is possible to say about representation by restricting 
it to the cases of individuals representing individuals. We also 
reach the point at which it is necessary to consider some more 
detailed political examples. As the case of women speaking 
for other women shows, relationships of identifi cation are not 
conducted on a one-to-one basis. They also involve groups. 
Because we never completely identify with another human 
being – if we did, we would be identical with them – any 
form of identifi cation will be partial, which means that it is 
always possible for more than one person to identify with 
the same individual, and for the same individual to identify 
with more than one person. Representation in this sense is 
unavoidably a collective activity. But once we are in the 
domain of collectives, then a whole new set of questions arise. 
How should we think about the representation of groups? 
Are they to be understood as principals, capable of action in 
their own right, or as incapable entities, and therefore subject 
to forms of trusteeship, or simply as alliances of like-minded 
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individuals who can be represented by dint of what they have 
in common? The answers will depend on the types of groups 
we are talking about and on what we expect their representa-
tion to be able to achieve. It will also depend on how we 
think the members of groups ought to be able to object to 
the ways in which the group is being represented. These ques-
tions are the subject of the next chapter.



4
Representing Groups

In the previous chapter we discussed three broadly contrast-
ing models of one-to-one representation, as well as the main 
conceptual distinctions underpinning them. As we moved 
from representation as a principal–agent relation, through 
representation as trusteeship, to representation as identifi ca-
tion, it became clear that we were no longer simply speaking 
of representation as an individual-to-individual relationship. 
Representation inevitably tends to become a collective activ-
ity, involving sets of individuals, or groups. As such, repre-
sentation, though it may still be grounded on legal or economic 
models, becomes unavoidably political.

The necessity for a transition from individuals to groups 
is hardly surprising. As we saw in the opening chapters, the 
category of ‘representation’ was historically central for think-
ing about how collectives can function and organize them-
selves in various spheres of life, from religion and business 
through to politics. The theory of political representation has 
therefore always applied primarily to groups. For the many 
advocates of individualistic conceptions of political represen-
tation, however, it continues to make little or no sense to 
speak of representatives as representing groups, if by that we 
do not mean that they represent the individual persons who 
compose them. Group representation is therefore often under-
stood in terms of the representation of individuals. The logical 
implication of this view is that it ought to be possible for 
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individuals within groups to exercise a veto power over the 
claims of their representatives to represent them. Whenever 
the actions undertaken in the name of the group face the 
explicit objection of some of the group members, these may 
then be able to claim that they are no longer being repre-
sented. At this point, the possibility of a confl ict between the 
individual and the group becomes inevitable – whose voice 
should predominate? The answer to this question depends on 
a series of further questions. Can groups ever be represented 
as such? That is, can they ever be represented against the 
objections of some, or even many, of their members?

This chapter will address these questions by returning to 
the three basic models of representation developed in the 
previous chapter as analytical tools. We will be asking if 
groups are to be conceived as principals, capable of action in 
their own right, and of appointing, if not always of instruct-
ing, their own agents. Or whether they are to be taken as 
entities incapable of acting on their own, which must there-
fore rely on trustees for furthering their interests. Or whether 
many of the groups we encounter are simply sets of individu-
als, sharing common interests and/or experiences, who are 
to be collectively represented by people of their own type. 
These are questions for which, as we will see, there are no 
universal answers. It all depends on the type of group we 
are talking about and on what we expect to achieve through 
its representation. In particular, the category of the ‘interest 
group’ is one that can cut across a number of these analytical 
distinctions.

But besides borrowing analytical tools from the previous 
chapter, we will need to develop new tools as well. This is 
because the representation of groups carries problems of its 
own which cannot be solved by simply looking back to 
the representation of individuals. Groups are networked 
collections of individuals. They are plural in nature: no two 
individuals in a group are the same. Therefore, the discussion 
of group representation cannot be detached from the question 
of collective responsibility – whether what is attributed to 
the group on the basis of the actions of its representative 
is also the responsibility of all members of the group. Does 
group representation entail the responsibility of individual 
members for what is done in their collective name, or does 
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it provide them with a means of escaping those responsi-
bilities altogether?

The answer to this last question depends, again, on what 
type of group we are considering and on the ways in which 
objections by group members can be expressed. Therefore, 
before we move on to the discussion of the fi rst model of 
group representation, it may be useful to put forward a 
working defi nition of the ‘group’, as well as a basic typology 
of groups, which provides some background to what 
follows.

What is a group? For our purposes here, a group can be 
defi ned as a collective of individuals who are connected with 
each other in ways that are relevant to them, and/or others, 
and thereby affect their behaviour and/or that of others. This 
interconnection may be of different kinds and may be rele-
vant for different reasons. It may, for instance, mark the 
group members out in their own perception and in the per-
ception of others, or determine their opportunities, disadvan-
tages and interests relative to other groups in society. Those 
of a specifi c racial or ethnic background may constitute a 
group on this basis, as may those who share a particular 
profession, social condition or environmental cause. But 
those who paint their nails the same colour do not qualify as 
a group: they lack any durable connection or any connection 
that is of signifi cance.

Broadly speaking, a group can either be voluntary or 
involuntary, cooperative or non-cooperative, an agent or a 
non-agent.

• Involuntary groups are groups into which we are born, 
such as ethnic groups, not ones we choose, or can exit at 
our own discretion. By contrast, voluntary groups are 
groups we join by choice and can also leave freely. Exam-
ples of these include political parties, advocacy networks, 
protest groups and various other civil associations.

• Groups can also be divided into cooperative and non-
cooperative. Cooperative groups act on a shared intention 
to promote an agreed end. They are jointly committed to 
something. In non-cooperative groups, this shared com-
mitment does not exist. The individual group members 
act each on their own initiative, and for their own ends, 
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as determined by their various preferences. An ethnically 
based pressure group, organizing itself around the ques-
tion of segregation, is an example of a cooperative group. 
Conversely, a group of stockbrokers transacting business 
on behalf of their various clients behave as a collection of 
independent agents, not as a cooperative agency. What 
makes them a group is the fact that they may pool 
resources, and share common rules and obligations of that 
enable them to perform their independent roles more 
effectively.

• Finally, groups can be agents or non-agents. Groups that 
are agents distinguish themselves from other groups by 
their capacity to act. They are no mere networked collec-
tions of individuals. They are sets of individuals who 
besides being networked can act in ways that resemble 
those in which individual agents act. This means that they 
can defi ne goals for themselves, perform tasks, appoint 
representatives and be held responsible for what these do 
on their behalf. Committees, governments, and joint stock 
companies are groups of this type. At the other end of the 
scale, we have groups that lack any formal organization 
and have no capacity to coordinate their efforts, although 
they can share important interests. Such is the case, for 
instance, with the many farmers affected by drought in 
the developing world who may have to rely on NGOs for 
their representation.

All of these different kinds of groups can be represented in 
different ways. What we now need to examine is how.

Groups with a mind of their own

As we saw in the last chapter, the simplest model of repre-
sentation follows a classic principal–agent format. In this 
model, one person (the principal) appoints another (the agent) 
to perform some action/function on his/her behalf. This pre-
supposes that the principal has the capacity to act, since 
authorizing an agent is a form of action. Can certain groups 
be understood as principals who are capable of authorizing 
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agents? If so, then they must be capable of carrying out 
actions in their own right which would include that of 
appointing a representative.

A group is at its most basic a set of individuals. Therefore, 
if a group is to have the capacity to act, this capacity must 
be somehow derived from the actions of its constitutive parts: 
i.e., individuals. This means that if the group is to act as one 
principal, there must be some mechanism whereby the many 
‘inputs’ of its members (their individual judgements and/or 
decisions) are integrated into one ‘output’ at the group level 
(the group’s collective decision) (see fi gure 4.1).

What sort of mechanism can this be? Although its specifi c 
character varies from group to group, it always takes the 
form of some rule, or a set of rules – whether more formal 
or more informal, agreed by the members of the group, or 
imposed from the outside – whereby the inputs of the group’s 
members are put together to generate a group collective deci-
sion as their output.

Unanimity

The simplest example of this is a group of individuals who 
decide to act together on the basis of unanimous decision. 
Whenever all the members of a group agree on a specifi c course 
of action, the decision is simultaneously ascribable to each of 
the group members and to the group as a whole. One such 
decision can be that of authorizing an agent to act, or perform 
some function, on the group’s behalf before a third party. So 
unanimous groups can readily appoint representatives.

Figure 4.1 The group’s collective action
Inputs

The group members’ individual judgements or decisions

Mechanism

Output
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Take, for instance, the case of a group of haemophiliacs 
infected with HIV by a transfusion received in an NHS hos-
pital. They may agree to appoint the same lawyer to represent 
them against the hospital in a court case. This means that 
whenever the lawyer addresses the court, she will be speaking 
on behalf of a group – i.e., a number of individuals who 
have suffered a common injury, and whose interests she 
was employed to promote – while, at the same time, speaking 
in the name of all the members of the group. This gives them 
a stake in her action, which they must be able to assert in 
some way.

The possibility of objecting to the lawyer’s action is critical 
because even where a group agrees unanimously to appoint 
a representative, they may come to disagree in their assess-
ment of her performance. This is especially so when repre-
sentation spans a lengthy period of time and the representative 
is given some degree of discretion. The question that arises 
in a democratic or non-Hobbesian setting is therefore whether 
a unanimously authorized representative, like a lawyer, can 
continue to represent the group in the face of objections of 
some of its members.

There seems no reason why not. Where there was no previ-
ous agreement to give each of the group members a veto 
power over the representative’s performance, there is no need 
to sever the tie of representation in the face of minority objec-
tion. Any member who seriously objects to what the repre-
sentative is doing in the group’s name is free to express her 
disagreement by exiting the group, and thus opting out of the 
group’s representation.

The group members can, however, choose to assert their 
stake in their agent’s action in another way: through close 
instruction. In this case, the requirement of unanimity will 
most likely hamper the group’s capacity to decide, or at least 
to take decisions within a reasonable timeframe, and lead its 
agent to paralysis. Unanimous decision-making is a cumber-
some, ineffi cient and time-consuming way towards group 
agency and group representation. In some circumstances it 
may be relatively easy for a group of individuals to decide 
unanimously that they need a representative; but it will be 
much harder for them to decide unanimously what that rep-
resentative should do on their behalf.
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Majority

Groups may therefore decide to act together on the basis of 
a less burdensome rule, such as majority voting. Whatever 
the majority then decides is the decision of them all and 
obliges them all equally.

This was how various authors within the contract tradition 
conceptualized the foundation of the commonwealth. As we 
saw in chapter 1, Hobbes thought of the state as being insti-
tuted when a multitude of men unanimously agreed (‘every 
one, with every one’) that whatsoever (man or assembly) got 
the endorsement of the majority had the ‘Right to Present 
the Person of them all, (that is to say, to be their Representa-
tive;) every one, as well he that Voted for it, as he that Voted 
against it’ (Hobbes 1996: 121).The requirement of unanimity 
preceding the majority decision did not mean that one person 
by refusing consent could stop the rest from uniting; rather, 
it meant that those who did not consent did not become 
members of the commonwealth and remained in the state of 
nature.

Hobbes wanted this sort of arrangement in order to rule 
out the possibility of any member of the group subsequently 
being able to object to what a representative does in the 
group’s name. But the principle of majority voting can also 
be used to construct a group agent that is able to appoint a 
representative in ways that parallel the performance of a 
single individual person. This means that the group will be 
able to act the part of a principal, responsible for setting up 
a principal–agent representative relation that more closely 
parallels that between individuals, with the possibility of 
issuing instructions as well as merely subjecting themselves 
to representation. The voice of the majority can then be used 
to decide whether the group as a whole is happy with the 
representative’s performance.

However, where representation rests on majority voting 
rather than unanimous decision, then some of the problems 
of collective action that Hobbes wanted to circumvent 
are bound to arise. Where majorities decide, it is inevitable 
that some individuals will have their objections overruled. 
Members of the outvoted minority, especially if they belong 
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to a permanent minority, may want to claim that, since their 
views are not being represented, they are no longer obliged 
by the group representative’s actions. This was a possibility 
Madison foresaw when he warned against the dangers of the 
‘tyranny of the majority’. In a heterogeneous group, any 
faction with irresistible power might take hold of representa-
tive institutions, to rule at the expense of the interests of 
numerical minorities, and even contrary to the ‘permanent 
and aggregate interests of the community’ as a whole 
(Madison et al. 2005: 48).

As Madison knew, majority rule is questionable as a prin-
ciple of fairness, unless it is conducted in ways that give 
minorities reasons to remain attached to the political major-
ity: namely, that losers at one time or on one issue will 
nevertheless have reason to think that they will be part of 
the winning coalition at another time or on another issue. 
Where such reasons are lacking, the risk of fossilized distrust 
is great. Different group members will also respond differ-
ently to the information and communication being fed back 
by representatives and third parties – any information gaps 
or uncertainties are likely to be greatly exacerbated in cases 
where certain individuals feel as though their inputs are being 
persistently excluded (see fi gure 4.2).

One way around some of these diffi culties is to insist 
(as Hobbes did) that majority-voting procedures are under-
pinned by a prior unanimous decision to abide by them 

Group principal 
(inc. majorities 
and minorities) 

Agent 

Instruction/authorization 
by majority decision 

Collective 
responsibility/liability 

Third party 

Information/ 
communication

Information/ 
communication 

Figure 4.2 Representation of majority decision (i)
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(see fi gure 4.3). There are then two tiers to the representation 
of the group: fi rst, the group agrees unanimously to be rep-
resented by majority decision; then the majority acts as a 
principal to appoint and if necessary control an agent (though 
Hobbes explicitly ruled out this fi nal possibility).

But the introduction of two tiers of representation does 
not resolve the basic problem. Permanent minorities may 
plausibly insist that if the decision of the group as a whole 
to act by majority rule is to count as a form of representation, 
there must be some means for them to object to what the 
majority does in the group’s name. Yet an arrangement of the 
kind described above gives them no options but either to 
abide by majority decision or to exit the group. Indeed, any 
other alternative opens up the prospect of a regress, since it 
is hard to see how the group as a whole can object to the 
decisions of its majority, unless the group appoints an alterna-
tive representative to express that dissent, a decision which 
will itself always be subject to majority objection. The prin-
ciple of representation itself does not appear to offer protec-
tion to minorities when it comes to collective decision-making; 
instead, it suggests that groups that wish to be durably rep-
resented by majority decision will have to work hard to 
ensure that they do not contain permanent minorities.

There is a further problem with the principle of majority 
voting and group representation that derives from the fact 
that there is more than one way for a majority decision to 
represent the group. The problem arises when groups face 
decisions that require conclusions to be drawn from premise-
based reasoning. Individuals may reach decisions about 
separate premises that lead a majority of group members 
to oppose a conclusion that is supported by the group as a 
whole, reasoning on a premise-by-premise basis. This par-
adox is known as ‘the discursive dilemma’ and can be illus-
trated as follows (see Kornhauser and Sager 1993). Imagine 

Unanimous
decision

Majority 
decision

Agent
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Figure 4.3 Representation of majority decision (ii)
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a three-member jury (A, B and C) who must establish a 
majority view on whether someone is guilty of a tort. To 
that end, they must determine whether that person did 
harm (P), had a duty of care (Q) and therefore would 
be liable for damages (P&Q). Their votes are shown in 
table 4.1.

Although the individual votes of the jurors are entirely 
consistent, the majority verdict, which results from the aggre-
gation of votes with respect to the conclusion (the liability 
issue) is self-contradictory: that (P), that (Q), and that not 
(P&Q). This shows that when we decide to maximize respon-
siveness to the views of a group’s members, by taking deci-
sions on the basis of majority vote on its members’ conclusions, 
we run into collective inconsistency.

One way around this diffi culty is to accept that the group 
decision may trump the majority choices of individual 
members. This is known as the process of ‘collectivizing 
reason’ (Pettit 2003). It is achieved by making the group’s 
decision follow from majority approval of separate premises, 
rather than from the majority preferences of separate indi-
viduals. The result is that the group may collectively reach a 
decision that a majority of its members individually reject, 
even though the group’s decision still results from member 
preferences, tabulated on a premise-by-premise basis. Table 
4.2 illustrates this, using the previous example.

The group’s decision (‘Yes’) is, as we can see, discontinuous 
with that of its members (the majority of whom say ‘No’). 
When acting on this basis, the group is therefore acting as an 
intentional subject, with a mind of its own, that is indepen-
dent of the views of its individual members. That is, the group 

Table 4.1 Collective decision (i)

 Harm? (P)
Duty of 
Care? (Q) Liable (P&Q)

A Yes No No
B Yes Yes Yes
C No Yes No
Majority vote Yes Yes NO
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is acting as a subject in its own right. There is no reason why 
such a subject should not also be able to act as a principal in 
order to appoint a representative and also to issue that rep-
resentative with instructions (in this case, assuming the jury 
has a spokesperson, the instruction would be to announce 
the liability of the defendant).

But what we notice here is that the ability of the group to 
act as a principal in its own right tends to break rather 
than to reinforce the ties of representation between the ind-
ividual and the group. Groups that have a mind of their own, 
in the sense of acting on the basis of collectivized reason, 
cannot plausibly be understood to represent their individual 
members. This is because, although the group decision is 
made up from the choices of individuals, the individuals 
themselves are not present in this decision (or at least, only 
a minority are). As a result, there exists a gap between two 
different aspects of group representation, corresponding to 
the two tiers described above. Groups with a mind of their 
own are better able to act as principals, and therefore to be 
represented in their own right; but such groups are less well 
able to act as the representatives of their individual members 
and bind them to group decisions. The discursive dilemma 
highlights an enduring tension in the idea of group represen-
tation: the stronger a group’s capacity to be represented in 
its own right, the weaker may be its capacity to represent its 
individual members.

This has a number of wider implications. One concerns 
the question of collective responsibility. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, principal–agent relationships understood in 
the terms of representation often imply certain responsibilities 

Table 4.2 Collective decision (ii)

 Harm? (P)
Duty of 
Care? (Q) Liable? (P&Q)

A Yes No No
B Yes Yes Yes
C No Yes No
Majority vote Yes Yes YES
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on the part of principals for the actions of their agents. But 
in the case of group principals, those responsibilities may also 
have to be distributed among the groups members. The more 
‘collectivized’ the group – in the sense of the group having an 
identity over and above that of its individual members – the 
less the scope for strict forms of collective responsibility. This 
in turn places a great premium – for groups that wish to col-
lectivize their decision-making procedures but also to repre-
sent their individual members in a way that permits the 
collective distribution of responsibilities – on the prior consent 
of members to be bound in this way. Pettit suggests that 
groups which collectivize reason must allow individual 
members to decide on a case-by-case basis whether they 
wish to be represented by the collective decisions of the group. 
So we are back with unanimity and exit as the grounds for 
non-unanimous collective decision-making, with all the 
restrictions that this entails.

What is clear is that the scope for groups to act on both 
sides of the principal–agent relationship – that is, both as 
principals capable of being represented and as agents capable 
of representing the members of the group – is extremely 
narrow. Such groups will need to be sure of the consent of 
individual members to their procedures, to allow individuals 
a way out (or at least a means of expressing their dissent) 
when they fi nd themselves on the wrong end of group deci-
sions, and perhaps even to appoint what Pettit calls ‘plenipo-
tentiaries’ to assist individuals in the business of coordinating 
their views. There are some groups that potentially fi t this 
description: small-scale workers’ cooperatives are one; a 
judicial bench like the United States Supreme Court is 
another. But there are many groups that do not fi t, either 
because they lack the capacity for collectivized reason or 
because they lack the relevant safeguards for individual 
members. One obvious such group is the nation-state. States 
are too diverse and disaggregated for collectivised reason; 
moreover, they invariably lack suitably robust exit mecha-
nisms. As a result, the representation of a group like the state 
cannot be satisfactorily accounted for in a principal–agent 
model of this kind.

However, the major limitation of this model as a general-
ized account of representation is that it presupposes that the 



96  The Logic of Representation

group has some capacity to act prior to the action of its rep-
resentative. It is this presupposition that makes this model 
distinctively anti-Hobbesian and readily illustrates the ways 
in which Hobbes neglected the possibility of other forms of 
group representation than his preferred model of collective 
authorization. But Hobbes was right that some groups, 
including but by no means limited to the state, may not be 
able act on their own and may fi nd themselves dependent on 
a representative for their capacity for collective decision-
making. For these groups it may well turn out that a pleni-
potentiary has not merely to coordinate group decisions but 
also to take decisions on behalf of the group as well. This is 
a possibility that cannot be accommodated by conceptions of 
representation that presuppose a group principal with a mind 
of its own. To make sense of the representation of groups 
that cannot act in their own right, and to see how it might 
still be possible to get beyond a reductively Hobbesian world-
view, we need to turn to the second model of representation: 
trusteeship.

Trusts and corporations

There are many groups in our society that cannot act except 
through a representative, either because they are too big, too 
dispersed, or lack mechanisms of coordination among all 
their members. Where groups are incapable of acting in their 
own right, they cannot authorize, much less instruct, a rep-
resentative to perform actions on their behalf. The represen-
tative must therefore receive its power from a source other 
than the group itself. But what source can this be? For Hobbes, 
it could only be the sovereign state. But can we fi nd any other 
way of holding an arrangement of this kind together?

Looking at the legal model of a ‘trust’ can give us an idea 
of how such schemes do actually work in practice before we 
consider what their wider application might be. Beginning 
with the legal concept of trusteeship as a template for other 
kinds of collective representation is a common strategy in 
various forms of political thought. Locke, for instance, 
believed the people could act as a community, setting limits 
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on government by means of relations of trust, and he employed 
the notion of ‘tacit trust’ to stress the fi duciary nature of all 
political power. The legal concept of trust was used by Locke 
to stress the ruler’s responsibility to serve the public good but 
also to highlight the asymmetry of power which makes it hard 
for the ruled to exercise any continuing effective control over 
their representatives (Dunn 1984).

But what is the underlying basis of the idea of a legal trust 
that allows it to be deployed in this way? In common law, a 
trust is an arrangement whereby money or property is 
managed by one person (or persons, or organization) – the 
trustee – for the benefi t of another person (or persons, or 
organization), without the benefi ciaries being said to own the 
property in question. A concrete example may help to clarify 
how this works.

The mining industrialist, Mr B., is committed to improving 
the standard of living for his workers. Given the health 
risks involved in mining, he establishes a charitable trust 
to provide fi nancial help for former employees suffering 
hardship due to illness. For that purpose, he appoints a 
group of trustees who are responsible for holding and admini-
stering the assets of the trust for the employees’ benefi t 
(see fi gure 4.4).

Trust assets

Authorizer 
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Exchange

Figure 4.4 Model of a charitable trust
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There are two main things to notice here.

• First: the unspecifi ed nature of the group of benefi ciaries 
of the trust, which in itself accounts for their incapacity 
to act as a group in their own right. The potential group 
of benefi ciaries comprises all the past and future employ-
ees subject to work-related illnesses. This means that there 
is never a moment in time when the whole group of ben-
efi ciaries is simultaneously ‘present’ and capable of assert-
ing its own interests. There are always the interests of 
future generations of workers to be accounted for. This 
can be done only through this form of representation.

• Second: the new and more intricate chain of responsibil-
ity. The trustees must hold and invest the assets of the 
trust for the benefi t of its group of benefi ciaries. Whatever 
they do with those assets will inevitably have consequences 
for the benefi ciaries’ well-being. However, the trustees are 
not bound by the wishes of the benefi ciaries in their mana-
gerial decisions. (Nor could they be, since, as we have 
seen, this group lacks agency and is incapable of having 
‘wishes’ as such.) They are rather bound by the expecta-
tions of the originator of the trust, without being his 
representatives.

Charitable trusts provide us with an insight into the parties 
that may be involved in the representation of groups who 
cannot act for themselves. But, as a general model, they must 
be treated with caution. Strictly speaking, they are not cases 
of representation. Trustees act neither in the name of the trust 
settler, nor of the trust benefi ciaries: they are their own 
persons. Second, trusts are deeply legal creations. They rely 
on property rights, and the legal framework that established 
such rights, as the basis for their construction; and they rely 
on the courts for their enforcement.

Nevertheless, everywhere we look in our societies, we see 
groups of individuals that are incapable of acting on their 
own but which have nevertheless acquired a separate per-
sonal identity by being represented as though they possessed 
such an identity and could act in the manner of principals. 
This is achieved by having representatives acting in the group’s 
name and on its behalf, in accordance with rules that treat 
the group as if it were a single principal. That is, a multitude 
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of individuals can incorporate themselves into an artifi cial 
principal by following rules of representation, establishing 
who can act on the group’s behalf and holding the group, as 
a separate entity, responsible for those actions. This is the 
point at which the idea of trusteeship moves towards the 
model of the corporation.

We saw an early version of this model at work in argu-
ments of the medieval period surrounding the political iden-
tity of associations such as communes and city-states that 
wished to be treated as corporate entities. In modern legal 
discourse, as an artifi cial person created by law, the corpora-
tion has a personality that is separate and distinct from its 
owners – for example, the group of shareholders who hold 
the common stock – and it enjoys most of the rights and 
responsibilities that are normally possessed by principals: 
entering into contracts, lending and borrowing money, suing 
and being sued, and so on. The truth however is that cor-
porations cannot act on their own. All their activities 
are carried out by different representatives acting for them, 
in their stead. These are known as the corporation’s offi cers. 
Only they can bind the corporation to contracts and agree-
ments with third parties.

Let us imagine, for instance, that the corporation hires a 
corporate lawyer. Because the corporation is an artifi cial prin-
cipal, the lawyer’s client is the corporation itself, not its 
management. If he or she enters a legal action on the com-
pany’s behalf, and loses the case, who is to bear the ultimate 
consequences? The answer is the corporation itself, since 
the liability of the individual shareholders is limited. That, 
in fact, is frequently the purpose of incorporation: to ensure 
that individual members are not each personally responsible 
for what is done in the group’s name. Here again is an 
instance where the more distinct the identity of a group, the 
easier it is to separate out the group’s responsibilities from 
those of its individual members for actions carried out on the 
group’s behalf.

The rules of representation, authorization and account-
ability are potentially highly complex in this model (see fi gure 
4.5). The lawyer acts on the authority of the body of direc-
tors. The directors have received their power to act, and to 
authorize others to act on the corporation’s behalf, from the 
shareholders, the company’s owners. Directors are bound by 
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the expectations of the shareholders but they do not simply 
represent individual shareholders and their interests. They 
also represent the corporation as a whole and have the fi du-
ciary duty to act for the benefi t of the corporation itself. This 
means that (1) they are free to do for the corporation what 
is best in their judgement and (2) that the corporation is 
accountable for the consequences of their actions and of the 
actions of inferior offi cers, whenever carried out within the 
limits of their representative mandate.

But representative actions might not always be carried out 
in the corporation’s best interest. When this is the case, the 
corporation, being an incapable entity, cannot object to how 
it is being represented. But someone must be able to do so, 
if the corporation’s interests are not merely being looked after 
but rather being represented. For example, the shareholders 
can assert a competing claim to speak on the corporation’s 
behalf. When suffi cient numbers of shareholders object to the 
directors’ representation of the corporation’s interests, they 
can cut the tie of representation, either by not re-electing the 
directors and removing them from offi ce, or by taking them 
to court for violation of the duty of care. The question of 
whether their objections are decisive, or not, is then decided 
by an impartial arbitrator: the judge.

As this example shows, groups can be represented as 
having identities, and interests, of their own which are sepa-
rate from those of their individual members; moreover, this 
can be done without recourse to the devices of collectivized 

Figure 4.5 Representation as incorporation
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reason. But the problem with this otherwise attractive model 
of group representation is that the rules of representation that 
allow the group to act as an artifi cial principal have to be 
external to the group, since the group cannot act without its 
representative. This is precisely because the group does not 
have a mind of its own. Even the decision to establish the 
group cannot be the decision of the group because the group 
established through incorporation is distinct from the indi-
viduals to whom it belongs. Incorporation is not merely a 
means of organization, it is also a mode of transformation 
and depends on outside help. This dependency on external 
agency explains the legalistic nature of the examples that have 
been so far given. It also explains why this formal legal 
model, for all its complexity and fl exibility, may be of limited 
help when trying to think about politics. Some corporate 
bodies, such as states themselves, operate in less legally con-
trolled environments. How might they be represented on 
this account?

To consider this possibility, we need to focus on the rep-
resentative’s obligation to further the group’s interests. A 
representative must make the group’s interests present when 
he or she deals with third parties on the group’s behalf. But 
these interests do not need to constitute an objective category, 
established prior to representation. Indeed they hardly ever 
do. They are rather established within the process of repre-
sentation itself.

This means that representation does not require that the 
group has formulated a clear sense of its own interests before 
the representative acts on its behalf. Certainly the group 
cannot will its own interest independently of its representa-
tive. Groups that are incapable entities cannot form such a 
will prior to their being represented but they can be repre-
sented as though they possessed such a will. Indeed, they rely 
on their representatives for precisely that function: they must 
interpret the group’s interest, and in so doing put forth a 
claim to be representing it. This claim, by its very interpreta-
tive nature, is open to be challenged by rival claims of differ-
ent representatives who can give the group’s interests a 
separate (and, they think, more satisfactory) presence. If com-
peting claims arise, a representative must be able to offer 
plausible reasons for what he or she is doing on the group’s 
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behalf. This explains the centrality of the notion of account-
ability to this broader model of group representation. This is 
not accountability through group sanction, as the group 
cannot act against the representative in its own right, but 
accountability in the sense of being able to give public 
accounts, and provide good reasons, for the legitimacy of any 
self-standing claim to representation.

In the absence of strict legal rules, all forms of corporate 
representation are liable to be subject to competing claims to 
speak in the name of the group. This competition between 
rival representatives is a distinctive feature of any form of 
representation of groups understood as extra-legal corporate 
entities. Because the group cannot speak for itself, but given 
representation requires that there should be some means of 
objecting to what is said on the group’s behalf, all objections 
will have to come in the form of alternative acts of represen-
tation. As we shall see in the next chapter, this feature of 
group representation has profound implications for the politi-
cal representation of collectives on the scale of modern states, 
which will always be subject to such competing claims. Com-
petition for the claim to speak authoritatively on behalf of 
the group can help in assessing the credentials of rival repre-
sentatives but it cannot settle them once and for all. In this 
sense, the representation of such groups is always an ongoing 
process.

The other feature that is distinctive of corporate models of 
group representation, and which they share in common with 
trustee models, is their emphasis on the ascription of rights 
and responsibilities. This is what ties these models to their 
legal origins. Representation on these accounts is primarily 
understood as a means of deciding what belongs to whom 
and who must take responsibility for what. Crucial to these 
models, therefore, is the business of authorization, by which 
various rights and responsibilities are transferred between 
parties. In the case of corporate representation, a group 
person is specifi cally created with the purpose of being the 
bearer of such rights and responsibilities – in the words of 
the legal historian F. W. Maitland, a corporation is simply 
a ‘rights-and-duties-bearing-unit’ and, as Maitland recog-
nized, this is as true of the state as of any other corporate 
body (Maitland 2003). However, it is not true of all groups, 



Representing Groups  103

and this focus on authorization and transfer does not hold 
for all models of group representation. There is another, very 
different way of thinking about what it means to be the rep-
resentative of a group’s interests: this occurs when individuals 
represent groups not on the basis of their having been autho-
rized to do so but simply because these are groups to which, 
in some sense, they belong.

Interests and identities

Group representation need not presuppose the appointment 
of a representative who agrees to act on the group’s behalf. 
A group’s representative can be self-selected. She can bring 
forward a claim to represent the group, which is proved ret-
rospectively by her capacity to attract a following: i.e., a 
group of people who see themselves as having a presence in 
her actions. But it can also be the other way round. A group 
can make someone into their representative, irrespective of 
her will, because they identify with something she does, or 
something she stands for.

Both of these possibilities are present wherever groups are 
sets of ‘like-minded’ individuals, who can be represented 
simply by dint of what they have in common. These com-
monalities may give a group of individuals a presence in the 
actions of another person. They can vary from interests and 
descriptive characteristics to social perspectives, values and 
insights. They may also overlap with other forms of repre-
sentation in which legal or semi-legal modes of authorization 
play a part. But representation as identifi cation, as opposed 
to representation by means of incorporation, does not depend 
on either authority or accountability claims in order to 
function.

Interest groups

Interests are the most common things that individuals are 
likely to share. People who, for instance, have the same 
risky profession, say fi refi ghters, are likely to have a common 
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interest in security measures that can reduce risk. So if 
someone mounts a public campaign, in an attempt to get 
funding for the acquisition of adequate personal protective 
equipment, she will be seen as acting for the group as a whole. 
This is not solely because she is acting in the group’s interests 
– she could after all be acting in their interests by fi nancing 
the campaign without representing them. It is rather because 
(1) she is making their interests present in her interaction with 
third parties (e.g., the general public, government, corpora-
tions, etc.); and (2) fi refi ghter associations can assert their 
presence by objecting to her campaign. Defending interests, 
without this capacity for asserting presence, does not make 
for a case of representation. But where this capacity exists, 
in the absence of a clear legal framework, there also exists 
the possibility of ongoing contestation. Hence interest group 
representation of this kind is inherently political.

The reason why interests are such a contested category is 
that they are never totally objective. They are not simply 
things objectively at stake, or mere ‘givens’ waiting to be 
advanced through representation. On the contrary, they 
require articulation, aggregation, hierarchical ordering. 
Group interests will be constructed in the process of rep-
resentation itself. They are more objective than, say, wishes, 
in that wishes must always be someone’s and interests 
can potentially be detached from any specifi c group of 
‘holders’ (for example, a collective interest in peace or in a 
sustainable environment can be cross-cutting, in a way that 
makes it no one’s and everyone’s). But interests are never 
totally unattached either: if the advancement of certain 
interests proves to be of no interest to anyone, then no claim 
to group representation on this basis is likely to be sustain-
able. This dualistic character of interests, both attached 
and unattached, subjective and objective, lies at the heart 
of the ambiguities inherent in any form of interest group 
representation (Pitkin 1967).

Of course, many interest groups will also fall into the cat-
egory of group principals or corporate agents. But the repre-
sentation of groups of individuals on account of shared 
interests rests on a wider base than the representation of the 
groups we have discussed so far in this chapter. This is for 
two main reasons.
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• First, interest groups do not necessarily have agreed pro-
cedures of decision-making (as will be the case with an 
ad hoc protest coalition), nor do they need to have formal 
identities, although some of them will (as with lobbyists 
on behalf of certain interests, like the NRA in the United 
States).

• Second, interest representation can and often does cut 
across actual group membership. People can be repre-
sented because of interests they have in common, despite 
the fact that they belong to different groups. For instance, 
a coalition of protesters against airport expansion, whose 
spokesperson takes part in a TV debate, may include 
groups as varied as angry local residents, environmental 
scientists, supporters of the anti-capitalist movement, 
environmental associations, political parties and farmers’ 
associations, all of them fi ghting for a common cause, 
albeit for different reasons (quality of life, property value, 
climate change, etc).

As a result, interest group representation can take various 
different forms and involve many different models of repre-
sentation. These often have echoes of more legalistic forms 
of representation but cannot simply be reduced to them. Nor 
can they be divorced from the political context in which 
they occur. Interest group representation always depends 
on which interests people think are worth fi ghting for and 
defending.

One possible way of capturing this is through the model 
of functional representation. This model is historically associ-
ated with the doctrine of political pluralism and, in particular, 
with the pluralist claim that individuals ought to be repre-
sented according to what they actually do, rather than 
where they happen to live, or the formal political organiza-
tions to which they belong, because it is what they do that 
matters.

Samuel Beer defi ned functional representation as referring 
to ‘any theory that fi nds the community divided into various 
strata, regards each of these strata as having a certain corpo-
rate unity, and holds that they ought to be represented in 
government’ (Beer 1965: 71). This idea had an especial 
currency in the fi rst decades of the twentieth century. The 



106  The Logic of Representation

interests thought to deserve representation were then gener-
ally regarded as those arising from the division of labour, 
and the relevant strata as being economic groupings such 
as employers, labour and farmers. Across Europe, various 
assemblies emerged where functional interests of a commer-
cial, industrial and agrarian nature were given direct repre-
sentation. In most cases, in an echo of the medieval notions 
from which this model derives, they fulfi lled purposes of both 
representation and control: i.e., they secured state control 
over their respective areas of economic life and compliance 
with agreed state policy.

But the functional model of interest representation suffered 
from a lack of conceptual distinctiveness. It did not explain 
how representatives were to be answerable to the functional 
groups they represented, unless they were to be answerable 
to them in the more conventional ways, such as election, 
instruction, incorporation, and so on. Of course, there is no 
reason why functional groups such as trade unions should 
not adopt conventional models of representation. But the 
problem is that functional representation seems to promise 
more than this – indeed, the central part of its appeal has 
always been that it offers a means to go beyond the con-
straints and limitations that conventional groups impose on 
their members. Yet it can only do this in so far as it is some-
thing other than a model of group representation; in so far 
as it is a form of representation, political pluralism is subject 
to the limitations of the other models.

The views of the English pluralist G. D. H. Cole (1889–
1959), the leading champion of guild socialism, epitomize 
this conceptual deadlock. He maintained, in classic Rous-
seauan fashion, that no man can represent another, ‘because 
no man’s will can be treated as a substitute for, or representa-
tive of, the wills of others’ (Cole 1920: 103). But to this he 
added that the common goals of an association of men could 
be represented because every association ‘has a specifi c object 
or objects’ which its members have previously determined as 
desirable. To represent an association was tantamount to 
furthering its objects, or the group’s predetermined interests. 
Functional interest representation was therefore moulded 
upon a classic principal–agent format: the representative (or 
as guild socialists sometimes put it, the ‘mandated delegate’) 
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promises to follow the group’s express interests. Guild social-
ism thus sought to combine two familiar but not easily rec-
oncilable positions: one that opposes the representation of 
individuals qua individuals and the other that champions the 
representation of groups in their own right. To hold both 
positions requires an account of how groups can have a mind 
of their own independently of the minds of the individuals 
who happen to be their members. The political pluralists, 
despite their best efforts, never came up with a satisfactory 
account of how groups could act in their own right and some 
of them ended up fl irting with corporatist or even proto-
fascist conceptions of group personality, of a kind that ulti-
mately subsumed the individual within the group (Runciman 
1997). In this respect, early twentieth-century theories of 
functional representation rested on a certain amount of 
wishful thinking.

Despite its indistinctiveness as a model of representation, 
and the relatively short shelf-life of this brand of political 
pluralism as a political movement (it was effectively fi nished 
by the 1930s), functional representation has survived into the 
twenty-fi rst century. In many ways it is more prevalent today 
than it was ever before. But this means we had to move from 
the direct functional representation of economic interests, 
understood as a form of corporatism, to the indirect func-
tional representation of interests in competing lobbying 
schemes. As a result, functional representation now deals 
with a much expanded sense of those areas in which individu-
als can see their interests being advanced or thwarted: not 
only the economic, but also the social, the environmental, or 
indeed the political.

But if the interests requiring representation have multiplied, 
the central idea of functional representation remains unal-
tered: that is, that we should not let any single representative 
stand for us in all our interests but rather have different rep-
resentatives for the different interests we might have. This 
explains why the model of functional interest-group represen-
tation concentrates not so much on representation as a group 
experience as on whether the signifi cant interests present in a 
society, at any one given time, are being represented within the 
system as a whole. If they are, they are also expected to police 
and check one another, in order to ensure that individuals 
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do not end up being dominated by particular groupings at the 
expense of others. In the next two chapters we will consider 
whether this offers a plausible model of political representa-
tion at, or even beyond, the level of the state.

Functional representation presupposes a relative durability 
in the interests shared between individuals, allowing a system 
of representation to establish itself over time. Other interest 
groups, however, are not only much more informal but also 
relatively short-lived. They are spontaneous collusions of 
people sharing a common concern over a particular, time-
bound issue. Such is the case with many forms of political 
protest that are quick to arise in response to some crisis or 
outrage, display strong indications of short-term group iden-
tifi cation but in the absence of the initial motivation or cause 
are quick to dissipate. This has been the story of many modern 
anti-war movements, from Vietnam in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s through to Iraq in 2003. The tendency of these 
movements, after the initial rush of enthusiasm, is to devolve 
into a narrower, more committed group of protestors, whose 
preoccupation with the subject makes it harder for them to 
represent the more diverse and less focused concerns of the 
general public. However, other interest groups survive, and 
even prosper, on the basis of this sort of discrepancy between 
the core activists and a less focused and broader coalition of 
sympathizers. This is true of a wide range of causes, from 
anti-abortion to environmentalism. Indeed, it could be argued 
that much contemporary ‘issue-based’ politics revolves around 
the willingness of small groups of individuals to act on behalf 
of larger groups with whom they share a set of concerns but 
from whom they are divided by their far greater willingness 
to get involved (Stoker 2006).

This raises some important questions for the theory of 
representation which the models of group representation we 
have discussed so far do not address. What is the basis of the 
claim of activists to represent those whose concerns are much 
more passive? It cannot be formal structures of authorization 
or incorporation because in such cases there aren’t any. But 
nor can it be straightforward notions of identifi cation, because 
the sympathizers do not identify with the activists in the sense 
that they might behave similarly in a similar situation. The 
salient fact about the passivity of most people in the face of 
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the issues that concern them is that they have deliberately 
chosen to behave in ways that do not fully commit them 
to the cause. Nor is it enough to say that what is being 
shared here between the representatives and the wider group 
are common interests, since the levels of interest so clearly 
differ between different individuals. Instead, there is at best 
a loose identifi cation around a set of hopes for the future 
and perhaps a shared set of emotional responses. Whether or 
not this is suffi cient to generate a sustainable form of politics, 
it is clear that as a model of representation, in which one 
group of people is given presence in the actions of another, 
it is far weaker than other competing models, in which the 
ties between representative and represented are much more 
clearly defi ned.

If anything, the variety of these examples proves that there 
are not one but many types of interest-group representation. 
The common denominator is that in all of them the rep-
resented and the representative are connected by means of 
interests they share. But the details vary widely. At times, 
interest groups bring with them the authorization and 
accountability mechanisms of voluntary associations (i.e., 
clearly defi ned membership criteria, internal mechanisms for 
dissent and opportunities for exit). At other times, they rely 
on self-appointed representatives and on the competition 
between different such representatives to stand in for those 
more formal mechanisms of accountability and authoriza-
tion. Or they can rest on even more ad hoc processes 
of identifi cation and sympathy, which may be unable to 
survive even the slightest competition from better estab-
lished groups.

This highlights another signifi cant feature of this form of 
representation: there will not just be competition between 
individuals to represent the group; there will also be competi-
tion between different groups to represent separate individu-
als with all their various interests. Prioritizing variety over 
uniformity, by providing different representatives for the dif-
ferent interests that people have, may well provide an extra 
reassurance that group interests are being acted on and 
their presence asserted in the actions of our political repre-
sentatives. This is the lingering hope of functional representa-
tion. But the automatic benefi ts expected from this variety 
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encounter two diffi culties: (1) What are we to do in the face 
of serious confl icts arising between representatives represent-
ing the same individuals in different capacities (e.g., as citi-
zens and as consumers)? And (2) what about the necessity to 
create outlets for those individuals’ objections to the system 
of representation as a whole? Variety can be gained at the 
cost of incoherence and can so gridlock political processes 
that no single entity can take responsibility for the advance-
ment of the interests of the public as a whole. This is one of 
the themes of the next chapter.

Identity groups

Besides particular interests, people can also be represented on 
account of a more basic identity they share: that is, on account 
of what they perceive themselves, and are perceived by others, 
to be. As Charles Taylor has stressed, different groups of 
individuals are vulnerable to the ways in which they are per-
ceived by others, especially where this refl ects back to them 
a demeaning image of themselves (Taylor 1994). This refl ected 
image can lead people to identify around a common experi-
ence of discrimination or social stigma, which is attached to 
characteristics they share, and has become central – often 
negatively central – to their identities. Some of these charac-
teristics may be things we come to share accidentally. This is 
readily exemplifi ed by people who have the same infectious 
and potentially stigmatizing disease, such as HIV/AIDS or 
leprosy. Of course, such people will have interests in common. 
But they may also fi nd themselves being represented by indi-
viduals with whom they simply happen to share certain salient 
characteristics.

This is the literal extension of the idea of the ‘poster child’ 
discussed in the previous chapter. In the case of a child 
affl icted by a disease or a deformity whose picture is used on 
posters to raise money for charitable purposes, the represen-
tation is mere symbolism, rather than a form of agency. But 
the term is now used more widely, meaning someone who 
typifi es a group of persons and as such is able to speak or 
act on their behalf. Such is the case, for instance, with indi-
viduals who, having been subject to discrimination on the 
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basis of characteristics they share with others (e.g., being HIV-
positive), make the headlines, acting as spokespersons for the 
group’s grievances. Their representative status springs from 
their speaking for the group authoritatively, with the voice of 
experience.

This was, for instance, the case with Ryan White, an 
otherwise inconspicuous teenager from Indiana, who became 
the North American poster child for AIDS-related prejudice 
during the 1980s and early 1990s. His case caught the public 
eye when he was evicted from the public school he attended 
and his family fi led a lawsuit seeking to overturn the ban. As 
the case received media attention, as well as support from 
various public fi gures, White became the face of those suffer-
ing from similar discrimination and was expected to speak 
on their behalf. As often happens in cases of identity repre-
sentation, White had not consented to become a spokesper-
son. But he became one anyway. Identity representation does 
without formal mechanisms of authorization to representa-
tion and even of the representative’s acceptance of his or her 
new representative status.

This form of representation puts us in the domain of 
ascriptive identity groups. For groups of individuals can be 
represented on the basis of ascriptive identifi cations, resulting 
from their common membership in the same involuntary 
group. These identifi cations are called ‘ascriptive’, in the 
sense of being beyond the person’s immediate control. They 
are determined by categories into which we are born, not 
ones we choose or can change easily – such as country, family, 
caste, religion, race, ethnicity or gender (as opposed to more 
changeable identity criteria, such as political ideology).

The assumption behind the use of descriptive representa-
tives – that is, representatives who bear the defi ning attributes 
of an ascriptive group – is that some sense of the predict-
ability of their behaviour is given by their possession of the 
relevant attributes. These are taken as external indicators of 
the likelihood of the representative acting as the group 
members would in the face of similar circumstances. Repre-
sentation by someone who is ‘one of us’ therefore works as 
a kind of cognitive division of labour. Given that sensible 
people have better things to do than to work out, all by 
themselves, every single policy, or piece of legislation, they 
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entrust someone who is suffi ciently ‘like them’ with the task 
of picking the policies, and passing the legislation, they them-
selves would have adopted if they had all the relevant infor-
mation and the time to process it.

John Stuart Mill touched upon this idea when he voiced 
his concerns about the proper representation of the labouring 
class: ‘Does Parliament, or almost any of the members com-
posing it,’ Mill asked, ‘ever for an instant look at any ques-
tion with the eyes of a working man?’ (Mill 1991: 246). 
Workers needed sympathetic representatives, capable of inter-
preting the public interest from their point of view. Mill was 
writing at a time when social class, as defi ned by work, 
fi gured chiefl y amongst people’s identifi cations. But at least 
since the 1960s, class has been losing some of its political 
visibility and identities other than class, or political ideology, 
have come to bear greater signifi cance (e.g., ethnicity, race, 
gender, etc.). The relative weight of our various identifi cations 
has thus been changing but the expectation that representa-
tives who are like us will act as we would remains broadly 
unchanged.

How reasonable is this expectation? On some accounts, 
it seems wholly unreasonable, if it is premised on unwar-
ranted essentialist conceptions of identity. These posit one 
aspect of identity (say, ‘woman-ness’) as automatically deter-
mining the group members’ experiences, views and behav-
iour in respect to most issues. However, the truth is that 
the social meaning attached to any particular woman’s 
identity might be so different as to render the project of rep-
resenting one woman in terms of what she shares with 
other women virtually meaningless. Even women living in 
close proximity – such as a Brazilian black maid and her 
white employer – might live worlds apart. Women like these 
may experience the category of ‘gender’ and the social mean-
ings attached to it in such different ways that we would 
look in vain for an ‘authentic’ woman’s experience. Essent-
ialist views of identity are dangerously misleading in that 
they result in a denial of the instability and internal hetero-
geneity of identity categories. They collide with the idea 
that a plurality of perspectives may co-exist, and potentially 
confl ict, in any given identity group, or even in any given 
individual.
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This raises a diffi culty which is intimately tied to the 
problem of representation – if no one woman can know the 
experiences of all women, on what authority can she ever 
speak ‘as a woman’: i.e., accurately speak for and about 
women at all? Can identities be non-essential, and yet epis-
temically and politically signifi cant, so that our trust in rep-
resentatives who are like us might amount to more than a 
mere leap of faith? It seems it can, if we take into consider-
ation a further, less contentious claim: goods, opportunities 
and resources are still, in many societies, distributed accord-
ing to identity categories, making identity a key element of 
social oppression, as well as social liberation. This is because: 
(1) ascriptive attributes are often the basis for negative 
stereotyping of certain group identities; (2) ascriptive attri-
butes are often used to assign positions of worth in society, 
in ways that affect the group members’ status and life 
chances with reference to the members of other groups, 
generating structural relations of power and inequalities 
that are clearly correlated with categories of identity; (3) 
these power relations work themselves upon the life histories 
of the group members and are likely to give rise to certain 
common experiences (of racial, sexual, economic discrimina-
tion, etc.), as well as to generate shared views on aspects 
of social reality.

These facts about group identity generate defences of rep-
resentation as descriptive identifi cation under four different 
rubrics:

• Symbolism – descriptive representatives work as role 
models, showing the members of chronically underrepre-
sented groups that they are equally fi t to rule, and facili-
tating their participation (Guinier 1994).

• Trust – given the record of discrimination, group members 
might fi nd it easier to forge bonds of trust and communi-
cation with representatives who share with them the 
experience of systemic disadvantage (Mansbridge 1999).

• Overlooked interests – descriptive representatives, because 
they speak with the ‘authority’ of shared experience, may 
prove more successful in getting onto the political agenda 
the silenced group’s concerns, interests and perspectives, 
raising questions about the purported impartiality of the 
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policy preferences of the dominant group (Williams 1998; 
Phillips 1998).

• Revitalized democracy – when given a role in government, 
members of formerly disempowered groups have more 
reason to remain attached to, and recognize the legitimacy 
of, political institutions (Mansbridge 1999).

Any commitment of this kind to preserving the allegiance of 
all sectors of society, including traditionally underrepresented 
groups, is normally met with institutional remedies designed 
to allow disempowered groups their ‘turn’. Reserved seats, 
party quotas, racial districting, or simply a proportional elec-
toral system, particularly one with low thresholds, may all be 
used to facilitate the election of identity-based representa-
tives. The more fl uid and competitive the institutional forms 
of descriptive group representation, the less ‘essentializing’ 
they will also tend to be (Mansbridge 1999).

But if a shared experience of marginalization increases the 
likelihood that representation as descriptive identifi cation 
converts into representation of the group’s interests, it by no 
means makes it certain. It does not follow from the empirical 
evidence that a marginalized woman, simply because she is a 
woman, is the best representative for marginalized women’s 
interests more generally. This would require not only that all 
such women share broadly similar interests but also that only 
such women are capable of representing those interests. The 
fi rst of these assumptions is questionable, as we have seen, 
given the diversity of interests among any group of individu-
als; the second is equally hard to justify. People can identify 
with, or even experience themselves as, members of a social 
group with which they do not share group-defi ning attri-
butes. They can do this by means of sympathy or other forms 
of emotional or intellectual connection. Moreover, when 
groups are seriously disadvantaged, limiting interest represen-
tation to those who share the relevant attributes of group 
membership can severely constrain the possibilities of repre-
sentation altogether. As we shall see in chapter 6, some of the 
world’s most disadvantaged people fi nd it very hard to be 
heard when they speak for themselves. In such circumstances, 
taking the interests of the group seriously may require allow-
ing more privileged outsiders to represent them.
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It follows that identity representation and interest rep-
resentation may overlap but that it would be a mistake to 
assume that they must overlap. But is there anything else that 
can justify representation in these terms apart from interests? 
One alternative is to consider identity representation through 
the language of shared social perspectives (Williams 1998; 
Phillips 1998; Young 2000). Perspectives are a looser and 
more fl exible category than interests in that they imply an 
overlapping set of concerns and experiences but not neces-
sarily a common set of objectives. It is possible to share a 
perspective with another person without necessarily wishing 
for the same outcome in any given scenario. Perhaps more 
importantly, representing the group in terms of its perspec-
tives rather than simply its interests also allows the repre-
sentative a greater fl exibility to adjust her position in the face 
of discussion or deliberation. Interests are infl exible in the 
sense that they do not change simply by being exposed to 
alternative points of view; but perspectives might change in 
precisely this way. Representation based on identifi cation 
assumes that the representative will behave as any group 
member might behave in similar circumstances. This, though, 
can make the behaviour of the group seem somewhat static, 
if identity representation is understood simply as a limitation 
on the options available, as in the idea that a woman would 
not do anything that would not occur to other women. But 
it is also possible to identify with someone who changes their 
mind – we might conclude that in sharing a similar perspec-
tive with our representatives, we too would shift our position 
if we found ourselves exposed to the same arguments.

For the champions of deliberative forms of decision-making, 
the representation of perspectives has the advantage over the 
representation of interests in that it places a premium on the 
ability of representatives to think for themselves while still 
being able to replicate the thought-processes and ideas that 
they might share with the people they represent. The propor-
tional representation of interest groups in a parliamentary 
setting is often associated with infl exibility on the part of the 
representatives, as they stick to the position they feel that their 
‘constituency’ would expect of them. The representation of 
perspectives, by contrast, is closer to Mill’s conception of a 
‘congress of opinion’. But once the language of representation 
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has been recast in terms of perspectives or opinions, it is again 
an open question whether ascriptive identity is the best way 
of deciding who should represent whom. This kind of identity 
may of course help – shared experiences are not easily under-
stood by those who do not share them. But if the priority is 
to ensure a combination of empathy plus openness on the part 
of a representative, then it may be better to conceive of rep-
resentation in somewhat different terms.

For example, Nadia Urbinati, drawing heavily on the work 
of Mill, has recently argued in favour of a conception of 
representation as ‘advocacy’, which combines ‘the represen-
tative’s passionate link to the cause’ with ‘the representative’s 
relative autonomy of judgement’ (Urbinati 2000: 773). This 
passionate link might be forged in the empathy of shared 
experience; but it might equally be the result of a deep imagi-
native sympathy on the part of the representative. What is 
needed from a good advocate is not ‘existential identifi cation’ 
but ‘an identity of ideals and projects’ and the capacity to 
pursue them (ibid.: 777). The fact is that ‘advocacy’, which 
is at root a legal concept, places a premium on skill in argu-
ment, in order to present the cause in a way that allows others 
to respond to it. The question of who will make the best 
advocate is not always to be resolved by asking who has the 
most in common with the cause in question. Descriptive 
forms of representation are often a necessary counterpoint to 
other kinds of representation, particularly in a system that 
displays a persistent bias against the representation of certain 
disadvantaged groups. But they are rarely suffi cient to deter-
mine who will make the best representative for any of the 
groups concerned.

Territorial group representation

At this point, it should be clear that questions of group rep-
resentation are inextricably tied up with a set of normative 
political considerations. What do we want from our repre-
sentatives? How do we wish them to relate to each other? 
In what setting should these interactions take place? These 
questions are in turn linked to a number of the questions 
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that came out of the historical story we told in the fi rst 
part of this book. What sort of representation is on offer 
within the setting of the state? How can the state itself 
be represented? Should the state still be understood as 
the primary locus of political representation? These are 
the questions that will be discussed in the fi nal part of 
this book.

But before we do, it is important to make one fi nal obser-
vation about group representation. In almost all polities, the 
dominant form of group representation is territorial. The 
basic fact of modern politics is that almost everywhere citi-
zens are represented by where they happen to live, whether 
this location is a municipality, a province, a county, a district 
or a state. Territorial constituencies are such a prominent 
feature of our political landscape that it often seems natural 
for political representation to be determined by geography. 
But as with any kind of representation, there is little that is 
natural about it. Representation by constituency is only one 
among a range of possible ways of connecting individuals up 
into groups; and there are a number of different ways in 
which the representation of groups of this kind can be con-
ceived. Accordingly, territorial representation does not auto-
matically fi t any of the models of group representation we 
have previously analysed but it is capable of displaying ele-
ments of them all.

Territorial constituencies are frequently justifi ed on the 
grounds that they allow for the representation of local ‘com-
munities of interest’. Given that territory often captures 
relevant socio-economic interests (e.g., rural vs. urban), this 
can be a means of giving these interests separate representa-
tion at the national level. They can then be balanced against 
one another in the formulation of public policy, and in the 
allocation of territorially specifi c goods, such as highways, 
schools or hospitals. The problem with depicting territorial 
representation as a case of interest group representation, 
however, is that the modern territorial constituency is often 
too large or fl uid to represent any ‘community of interest’ 
coherently, and the old territorial divisions (including rural 
vs. urban) are frequently less salient than they once were 
(certain cultural issues, such as fox-hunting in Great Britain, 
notwithstanding).
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There is also the question of deciding how such groups 
should best be represented. The places where people live often 
defi ne who they are, even when they do not share common 
interests with other individuals in the same geographical area. 
Territorial divides like North/South, rural/urban, or coastal/
inland are therefore presented as being conterminous not only 
with different communities of interest but also with different 
cultural identities and community perspectives. Local repre-
sentatives may be best equipped to represent these perspec-
tives, in so far as they are ‘one of them’, and share their 
defi ning experiences (for instance, their ‘rural-ness’, their 
‘northern-ness’, their sense of isolation, caused by their dis-
tance from centres of decision-making, and so on). However, 
given current patterns of geographical mobility, and the inter-
nal diversity of modern constituencies, this argument also 
looks tenuous: it is increasingly hard to see identity communi-
ties as geographically localized, certainly within traditional 
constituency boundaries. Indeed, as we will discuss in the 
next chapter, getting constituency boundaries to match the 
domain of group identity usually requires the aid of gerry-
mandering, with counter-productive results.

An alternative, then, is to look away from shared local 
interests or shared identities and to focus instead on the ways 
in which constituencies may be seen as principals, able to 
direct the actions of their representatives in some contexts 
and, at the very least, to assert their agency in the act of 
selecting those representatives. Constituency control can take 
two main forms. Constituents can choose a representative 
who shares their views, so that in following her convictions 
she realizes their policy preferences. Or the representative 
follows her perception of her constituency’s preferences 
because she seeks to win re-election. However, here again we 
run up against the persistent diffi culty that geographical con-
stituencies will invariably be too large, poorly integrated and 
diverse for this to be achieved with any great effi ciency. And 
traditional constituencies certainly lack the cooperative 
mechanisms required for any form of collectivized reason.

Underlying the diffi culty of fi tting territorial representation 
neatly into any previous model of group representation is 
therefore: (1) the incapacity of constituencies to act as agents; 
and (2) the incapacity of territory to capture many of people’s 
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most signifi cant interests. And yet representative systems 
based on territory remain everywhere the norm. This means 
that individuals and groups, especially (but not only) those 
who are the electoral losers in their own district, are increas-
ingly turning to representatives with whom they identify, but 
have no electoral relationship, to help advance their interests, 
whether material or value-based (Mansbridge 2003). We thus 
see within formally territorial representational systems 
increasing signs of individuals identifying with representa-
tives who are not accountable to them in any traditional way. 
This is one of the unavoidable tensions of conventional demo-
cratic politics.

The different models of group representation we have dis-
cussed in this chapter provide a framework for thinking about 
how to understand political representation at the constitu-
ency level. But none of them can make sense of political rep-
resentation on their own. Political representation also needs 
to be understood in its own terms and that means trying to 
understand what we mean when we talk about representation 
at the level of the state itself.





Part III
The Politics of 
Representation





5
Representing the State

So far we have explored the concept of representation in two 
separate ways: historically, as an idea that evolved to help 
create the modern state, and subsequently to be shaped by it; 
and analytically, as an idea that can be understood through 
a variety of different models, each of which has a range of 
possible applications. Now is the time to bring these two 
approaches together and to ask which analytical model best 
makes sense of the representation of the state as it now exists. 
In the previous two chapters, we deliberately avoided spelling 
out some of the full political implications of the different 
models of representation in order not to prejudge a number 
of important political questions. The most important of these 
questions is whether the state is something that can be rep-
resented in its own right – and if so, how? – or whether it 
should simply be regarded as the institutional arrangement 
that allows for the representation of diverse groups of indi-
viduals. The state can be understood both as a group in its 
own right, in need of representation, and also as the place 
where the representatives of different groups fi ght it out 
amongst themselves (though, if this is to be a successfully 
functioning state, without violence). The concept of represen-
tation can accommodate both these possibilities. What we 
need to know, and what this chapter will explore, is which 
of them, or which combination of them, best fi ts the way we 
want to do politics.
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In what follows we will look at what a range of different 
theorists have said about representation at the level of the 
state. Some of these accounts clearly parallel aspects of the 
historical story we told in the fi rst two chapters; others are 
new and refl ect the analytical possibilities we have explored 
in the previous two chapters. In drawing together the histori-
cal and analytical accounts, a few preliminary remarks may 
be helpful. The fi rst point to make is that both the history of 
the concept of representation and an analysis of its uses 
shows what a varied concept it is, capable of multiple differ-
ent applications. It is important to distinguish between two 
kinds of variety here, however. On the one hand, there is the 
variety that derives from the range of different possible 
models of representation that can be used – delegation, trust-
eeship, identity, etc. On the other hand, there is the variety 
contained within each of these different models, since any 
form of representation will have to allow for both a presence 
and an absence on the part of the represented and much will 
depend on which takes priority.

As a result, there can be no defi nitive answer to the ques-
tion of what we mean by representation when talking about 
the state. It will always be possible to conceive of an alterna-
tive model to the model we choose. And for any model we 
choose, there will always be some uncertainty as to what it 
entails, given the capacity of any model of representation to 
point in different directions. Representation is a concept that 
resists being pinned down and that is as true of state repre-
sentation as of any other kind. But one thing that may be 
distinctive about states is their capacity to exploit these ambi-
guities and make full use of them. The historical story cer-
tainly seems to suggest this – the state does not fi x the idea 
of representation so much as show what can be done with it, 
in all its variety. So we need to be careful not to assume that 
deciding what kind of representation best suits the state 
means avoiding any ambiguity in our answers; it may be that 
the ambiguity of representation is one of the things that 
enables states to function successfully.

The second point is that it is impossible to discuss state 
representation without introducing the question of legitimacy. 
In one sense, the question of what makes a particular form 
of representation legitimate applies to any institution. But in 
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the case of the state, the notion of legitimacy is central for 
two reasons. First, other bodies can have the legitimacy of 
their representation determined by the state: if we want to 
know who is the legitimate representative of a corporation, 
for example, we can turn to the courts to provide an answer. 
But the representation of the state itself, though increasingly 
subject to legal considerations, cannot be reduced to them. It 
must have some extra-legal dimension, if only because the 
representatives of the state need a legitimate claim to make 
the law as well as being subject to it. Second, the legitimacy 
of state representation is not simply a matter of deciding 
what entitles particular representatives to speak on behalf 
of the group. State representatives also need to justify why 
their form of representation should take priority over other 
kinds. State representation has claims to legitimacy that 
transcend those of other groups (and if it doesn’t, then it 
should lead us to question the claims of states to be sovereign, 
as the political pluralists did). These two points are related 
and they both go back to Hobbes. States, like other forms 
of association, depend on representation in order to function 
at all; but if they are to function specifi cally as states, with 
a distinctive claim to represent all their citizens, then they 
must have a wider claim to legitimacy than other kinds of 
association.

Where we have moved well beyond Hobbes is in our 
general expectation that these legitimacy claims will need to 
be couched in the language of democracy. We increasingly 
assume that political representation, if it is to be legitimate, 
must be democratic. The history of representation shows that 
there is nothing inherently democratic about the idea of rep-
resentation and that at certain points the two ideas have 
stood in opposition to each other. At the same time, an ana-
lytical account of the different forms of representation shows 
that it is wrong to impose a false choice between ‘direct 
democracy’ on the one hand, and ‘representative democracy’ 
on the other. Even direct democracy, in which groups take 
decisions through the collective decisions of their members, 
can be understood as a form of representation, given that the 
majority represents the group as a whole. Equally, even indi-
rect types of representation, such as trusteeship, can involve 
a form of participation on the part of the members of the 
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group, who may be able to pass judgement on, even if they 
cannot speak through, the group’s representatives.

It is not a question of deciding whether political represen-
tation is or is not democratic per se. All democracy relies on 
some kind of representation and all representation has the 
potential for some kind of democratic component. The ques-
tion is how we want to see the fi t between democracy and 
representation. One approach is to decide on certain norma-
tive criteria for democracy and then to examine which forms 
of representation provide the best prospect of meeting these 
norms. An alternative is to see which model of representation 
best describes the workings of the state as it has evolved over 
time and then to ask whether and how this model might be 
democratized. Either way, applying democratic standards to 
political representation means that we cannot limit ourselves 
to simply describing the various possibilities allowed by the 
concept of representation. We have also to consider what 
representation ought to be in its most politically valuable or 
sustainable forms. But we must remember that simply saying 
representation ought to be democratic does not answer that 
question.

Representing diversity

All modern states contain two distinct groups of people: the 
rulers – government, sovereign powers, law-makers, the rep-
resentatives; and the ruled – citizens, people, voters, the rep-
resented. The relationship of representation is what holds 
these two groups together in a single entity called the state 
and it is what enables the ruled to exercise some form of 
control over their rulers. But the nature of that control can 
vary with two factors: the kind of representation envisaged 
and the kind of group both the rulers and the ruled are 
respectively understood to be. A great deal depends on where 
one starts. In particular, it matters whether one begins with 
an assumption about the group character of the rulers or the 
group character of the ruled.

Let’s start with the ruled, whose character in most modern 
states seems fairly clear: they tend to be large and diverse 
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groups of people with some shared characteristics (including 
a sometimes weaker, sometimes stronger, shared national 
identity) but with many features that divide them up into 
separate groupings, identities, interests, capable of being sep-
arately represented. It is therefore fairly common to assume 
that the system of representation appropriate for a modern 
state must somehow refl ect this diversity and allow different 
sorts of individuals to be represented according to the differ-
ences between them. Yet the question remains how a system 
of representation can best capture those differences. There 
are at least three distinct possibilities here.

The fi rst, and in many ways least promising, is the system 
of functional representation described in the previous chapter. 
On this account, individuals have representatives who can 
speak for them in accordance with the different social groups 
to which they belong – economic, cultural, religious – with 
no particular priority being given to those who represent 
them politically, i.e., to the representatives of the state. 
Instead, political representatives must take their turn with 
these other representatives, so that sometimes it will be church 
leaders, or trade unionists, or educationalists, rather than 
always politicians, whose voice is decisive. The appeal of this 
account is that it allows for representation to be adapted to 
the requirements of the moment – if a group of individuals 
needs someone to speak up for them as the victims of eco-
nomic injustice, then functional representation allots that role 
to someone who represents them as economic agents. But the 
problem is that functional theories of representation have no 
convincing account of how we should understand the func-
tion of the state. If political representation is just one form 
among many, in what capacity do political representatives 
speak, and on whose behalf? Once individuals are repre-
sented according to their different social roles, there appears 
to be no place for the state, which is not a social but a quint-
essentially political form of association. Carl Schmitt, who 
misperceived many things about political representation, 
nonetheless saw this very clearly:

A pluralist theory is either the theory of state which arrives 
at the unity of the state by a federalism of social associations 
or a theory of the dissolution or rebuttal of the state  .  .  .  Above 
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all, it has to be explained why human beings should have to 
form a governmental association in addition to the religious, 
cultural, economic and other associations, and what would 
be its specifi c meaning. (Schmitt 1996b: 44)

Another way to put this is that functionalist theories of rep-
resentation do not specify a particular character for the group 
of individuals who are to act as political representatives 
because it is not the job of that group to represent diversity. 
Diversity is represented by the system as a whole. So in this 
sense, it does not matter if political representation is in the 
hands of a narrow band of individuals, or perhaps even a 
single individual, since no politician will be able to claim to 
represent the people in their entirety. They will always be up 
against the rival claims of church, trade unionists, etc. But 
things look very different if we accept Schmitt’s criticism – 
that the state has to have a distinctively political, or coercive, 
function if it is to have any function at all – but reject his 
wider argument: that the state should represent the symbolic 
unity of the people. If states are much more diverse in their 
make-up than Schmitt recognized, but if Schmitt is right that 
they are nonetheless states, with the sovereign powers that 
this entails, then it matters greatly what character is assumed 
by the particular group of individuals who act as their politi-
cal representatives. The political representatives themselves 
must somehow embody the diversity of those whom they 
represent.

There are a number of ways this might be done. Perhaps 
the most obvious is to construct the representative relation-
ship in mimetic, or simulative terms, and to look for some 
microcosm of the wider community in the smaller community 
of the representative body. One inevitable consequence of this 
will be that the locus of political representation will be in an 
assembly, rather than in a single leader or fi gurehead. Just as 
medieval popes could represent the unity of the church, but 
only councils could represent its diversity, so modern parlia-
ments can represent the diversity of modern states much 
better than modern presidents or prime ministers. Indeed, as 
we have seen, assemblies can be purposefully constructed to 
contain a cross-section of the wider population, under systems 
of proportional representation with quotas specifying that a 
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certain number of representatives must come from particular 
ethnic minorities, or that a fi xed number of representatives 
must be women. Quotas of this kind are increasingly common 
in the constitutional arrangements of various new democra-
cies, for example in Rwanda, and also more recently in Iraq. 
It can also be done informally, as in the United States, where 
gerrymandering can create constituencies with majority black 
populations that are therefore more likely to elect black rep-
resentatives to Congress.

But whether formal or informal, any attempt to produce 
a representative assembly that better mirrors the wider popu-
lation runs up against certain practical diffi culties. The essen-
tial problem is that assemblies are never simply mirrors – they 
are also decision-making bodies that fulfi l an active as well 
as a simply mimetic role. The mirroring effect of mimetic 
representation, which may better allow individuals to identify 
with particular representatives within the assembly, does little 
to guarantee that the decisions taken by the assembly as a 
whole will refl ect the diversity of the wider community. In 
some cases, a diverse representative assembly may stand in 
the way of effective decision-making, particularly if separate 
groups are able to exercise a form of veto over joint decisions 
(this has been the result in Iraq). Alternatively, a diverse 
assembly may simply serve as a cover for more traditional 
forms of politics, with representatives identifi able according 
to quotas but still voting along party lines. It may even be 
counter-productive. There is evidence from the United States 
that the creation of constituencies designed to guarantee 
enhanced black representation in Congress, while increasing 
the number of minority representatives, has actually dimin-
ished the responsiveness of Congress as a whole to the 
interests of minority constituents (Lublin 1997). It appears 
that giving minorities their ‘own’ representatives, without 
additional constitutional guarantees, can simply make it 
easier for the majority to ignore them.

This potential gap between representation as visible ‘pres-
ence’ and representation as decisive action suggests an alter-
native model of pluralism: one that refl ects diversity not 
within the assembly itself but in the interaction between the 
members of the assembly and the claims of competing minor-
ity interests that exist outside of it (Dahl 1971, 1991). On 
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this account, various interest groups pressurize representa-
tives to uphold their interests and their success depends on 
how much pressure they are able to apply and in what form 
(through lobbying, fi nancial donations, and so on). The rep-
resentatives themselves do not necessarily, or even usually, 
share an identity with those on whose behalf they end up 
acting: they are, for the most part, independent agents, who 
offer their services to those groups that are able to offer them 
something in return. A system of this kind revolves around 
the interplay between two types of representative: the repre-
sentatives of various interest groups (lobbyists, etc.), who act 
as agents for their group principals; and elected representa-
tives, who may be constrained by party affi liation and the 
need to get re-elected but are nonetheless free to take deci-
sions on behalf of whomever it suits them to do so.

Pressure group politics is one way of ensuring that differ-
ent groups can get heard at different times. But although a 
broadly pluralist conception of political representation, it 
nonetheless raises an obvious question: who will speak for 
the people who fi nd themselves unable to apply the right sort 
of pressure? Pluralism of this kind is, after all, a form of 
minority rule, and the fact that different minorities may take 
it in turns to exercise infl uence over political representatives 
does not alter the fact that, at any given moment, the great 
majority of citizens are excluded. Indeed, any system of rep-
resentation that prioritizes the infl uence of small but highly 
organized interests may in practice prevent cohesive majori-
ties from forming in the fi rst place (Dahl 1971: 18–22). Nor 
does the inherent pluralism of the system alter the fact that 
pressure group politics reduces political representation to a 
form of closed bargaining between an elite group of individu-
als, many of them acting on their own behalf. For some 
political theorists, this feature of political life – its dependence 
on the actions of a self-interested elite – stands in the way of 
‘genuine’ representation because it is so unresponsive to the 
public at large (Przeworski 1999). But it does not follow that 
elitist politics is non-representative by defi nition. As we have 
seen, representation is an idea that can accommodate self-
interest, discretion and the exercise of personal judgement on 
the part of representatives. What elitism does rule out is the 
idea that political representation can provide either a mirror 
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of the wider public or a means by which the public as a whole 
can tell their rulers what to do. In other words, the problem 
here is not that elitism is inconsistent with the concept of 
representation. The problem is that it appears to be inconsis-
tent with the idea of democracy.

So we face some fairly stark choices: representative assem-
blies that refl ect the diversity of the public may fi nd themselves 
relatively powerless to act on that basis; on the other hand, 
representatives who have the freedom to act also have the 
freedom to ignore the interests of the public, in all their diver-
sity. Is there any way to close this gap? One possibility, which 
has garnered a lot of attention in recent years, is to attempt 
to supplement the workings of representative assemblies with 
citizen panels or similar deliberative bodies (including citizen 
juries, ‘town hall’ meetings, planning cells, consensus confer-
ences and other kinds of deliberative polls) in order to provide 
some additional representation of the public as it exists outside 
of the narrow political elite. The attraction of citizen juries 
lies in their democratic heritage: selecting citizens at random 
to fulfi l signifi cant political roles was a crucial – on some 
accounts, the crucial – feature of Athenian democracy (Manin 
1997). One way of thinking about citizen juries in particular 
is therefore as a democratic alternative to representative pol-
itics: these bodies are, for some theorists, the best contempo-
rary exemplars of direct democracy, in that ‘the panel members 
can only represent themselves’ (Fixdal 1997: 373). But if 
citizen juries do not represent anyone except their own 
members, then it is hard to see how their decisions can hold 
for anyone except their own members. If they are to fulfi l 
a role that in some sense involves non-members in their 
decisions, then they must have some kind of representative 
function. The question is, what kind?

This cannot be representation legitimated by election (since 
citizen panels are selected rather than elected). Instead, it is 
more likely to be a form of representation as mimesis, with 
the panel providing a representative sample of the population 
as a whole. However, there are at least two different ways of 
sampling a population: a statistically representative sample 
replicates the proportionate strength of different groups in 
the wider population; by contrast, a demographic cross-
section might seek to ensure that at least one person from 
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every signifi cant social group is present. How the jury is 
constructed will depend in large part on what the jury is for 
– whether the central aim is simply to provide an outlet for 
views that the political process might otherwise have excluded 
or whether it is to provide a setting in which those with dif-
ferent views can be encouraged to debate the issues and, if 
necessary, to change their minds. The latter hope is one that 
is voiced by many deliberative democrats who see citizen 
juries, ‘town hall’ meetings and planning cells all as suitable 
locations for the sort of discussions that might lead to real 
consensus by means of reasonable argument. But any citizen 
body in which individual members are given time to inform 
themselves, to debate among themselves and to change their 
minds, though it may produce better grounded decisions, 
raises a problem for that body’s representative status. These 
sorts of structured discussions are by defi nition atypical of 
the way most individuals arrive at their political views and 
therefore the workings of the representative body can no 
longer be said to ‘mirror’ society at large. Some other justifi -
cation for its ability to represent non-members will be needed. 
The gap between the informed members of a deliberative 
group and a less well-informed public does not mean that the 
former cannot represent the latter but it does mean that the 
language of representation has to shift from a notion of 
mimesis or ‘sampling’.

One way this might be done is through the language of 
accountability. Though citizen panel members are not 
accountable to any particular ‘constituents’, in the sense of 
being subject to electoral judgement, they will nonetheless 
have to be accountable for their actions, in the sense of 
needing to give reasons for the decisions they fi nally reach 
(the giving of reasons being the point of deliberative discus-
sions). These reasons can then be presented to the public in 
order to secure wider approval for a chosen course of action. 
Indeed, this process of representation through deliberation 
can be understood as the means by which the possibility of 
new alliances and constellations of interests among the wider 
public might emerge (Young 1997). But in the context of 
conventional electoral politics, once the public is being asked 
for its approval – for example, through a referendum on the 
panel’s fi nal decision – then a more familiar representative 
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relationship will also come into play. No matter how good 
the reasons for the panel’s decision – no matter how delibera-
tive the discussions that preceded it – the fi nal test of its 
representativeness will be whether it can command the assent 
of a population who will not deliberate on the measure in the 
same way (and, in the case of a referendum, may fi nd that 
a complex discussion has been turned into a yes-or-no 
question). The panel is no longer representative of the public 
simply by being a miniature version of it, taking the sorts 
of decisions other members of the public might take if they 
had the time and space to consider them fully and to allow 
their own views to evolve. It is instead asking the public 
for its approval. The public may be more likely to approve 
when it hears the reasoning behind the jury’s deliberations. 
But it may not. Representation that rests on the possibility 
of objection on the part of the represented is very different 
from representation understood as a simulation of what 
the represented might do in similar circumstances. The fun-
damental difference is that whenever the represented get a 
chance to voice their objections – in a national vote – the 
circumstances are no longer similar, since full-blooded 
electoral competition for votes rarely resembles the careful 
deliberations of a jury.

There is also the question of the relationship between an 
assembly of citizens selected to be a sample of the public and 
the elected representatives chosen by the public to govern 
them. Governments may pay lip-service to the idea of citizens 
being allowed to reach their own decisions but, when those 
decisions confl ict with the views of the governing elite, the 
distinctive ‘representativeness’ of a citizen jury may not count 
for much. Citizen juries can be manipulated by those who 
summon them, their discussions can be skewed towards 
particular outcomes and the consensus they achieve can be 
nothing more than the result of group-think. Equally, govern-
ments, having summoned them, can choose to ignore them. 
Some of these problems may be less likely to arise in the case 
of ‘town hall’ meetings and other deliberative bodies, which 
can operate according to their own political dynamic. But the 
more political these meetings are – in the sense of being 
more immediately motivated by the pressing political needs 
of their members – the more likely they are to threaten the 
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government’s own claim to be the primary representative of 
its citizens’ political demands. In other words, different modes 
of representation can, and almost certainly will, clash within 
the setting of the state.

The example of citizen juries illustrates that any claim by 
a representative body to speak for the people in all their 
diversity must always exist in the context of alternative and 
competing claims, often founded on a very different under-
standing of what representation entails. As well as being 
represented by a cross-section of its members, the public can 
also be represented by a majority of its members (as in a ref-
erendum), and by those a wide range of its members have 
elected to represent them (as in a parliament). In the case of 
a citizen jury, the representation of diversity will be a signifi -
cant part of its claims to legitimacy. However, in the case of 
majority decision it is not the assumption of diversity but of 
unity among the represented that grounds the representative 
process: the public is represented as though capable of speak-
ing with a single voice. In the case of elected assemblies, both 
diversity and unity can be represented. Parliaments and other 
legislative bodies are capable of refl ecting the different voices, 
identities and interests that make up the wider community; 
but they are also capable of giving that community a single 
voice, and acting on its behalf as though it were a single 
agent. Even when parliament is understood as a primarily 
deliberative body – as it was by John Stuart Mill and has 
been more recently by theorists such as Iris Marion Young 
and Nadia Urbinati – it can still seek to transform diversity 
into unity by providing a new perspective on familiar differ-
ences that enables such differences to be overcome. There is 
therefore another potential clash we need to consider: between 
the representation of diversity and the representation of the 
state as a unifi ed whole.

Representing unity

The most straightforward contrast to seeing the state as an 
amalgam of diverse groups of individuals is to see it as a 
unifi ed entity in its own right, capable of acting as a principal, 
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and therefore capable of appointing political representatives 
to act as its agents. This is a view with a long heritage, as we 
have seen, stretching back to Rousseau and beyond. But as 
we have also seen, it is at odds with the prevailing tradition 
of state representation. The idea that a political community 
possesses its own ‘will’, in a way that allows it to dictate the 
actions of its representatives, depends on a particular concep-
tion of what a political community is, and how it operates: 
it must be relatively small, relatively homogenous, with active 
citizens ready both to participate in collective decision-making 
and to maintain a vigilant eye on their representatives to keep 
them in line. This might describe an idealized version of the 
medieval city-state, and it certainly describes Rousseau’s ideal 
version of a modern republic (in which a government is meant 
to act literally as the ‘agent’ of a sovereign people), but it 
does not describe the real world of modern politics. Modern 
states are too large, modern citizens too diverse (not simply 
in their various interests but in the varying level of their inter-
est in politics) and modern politicians too much of a profes-
sional elite for governments plausibly to act as the people’s 
‘agents’ (let alone, in Tony Blair’s memorable phrase, as the 
‘servants of the people’). There is simply no satisfactory way 
for modern citizenries to keep their governments under 
control, even though new information technology means gov-
ernments are increasingly sensitized to shifts in the public 
mood. The best the public can still hope to achieve is to keep 
the behaviour of their representatives under review, to keep 
them worrying about re-election and if necessary to get rid 
of them when the opportunity arises. Schumpeter may have 
been wrong both about Rousseau and the theory of represen-
tation but he was surely right about this.

However, it does not follow that the public of a modern 
state can never be represented as having a coherent will of its 
own. What it means is that this will has to be discovered in 
the act of representation itself – or in Schumpeter’s more 
reductive terms, it has to be ‘manufactured’. There are a 
number of ways this might be done. One is to construct a 
system of representation that is deliberately designed to 
enhance or identify those moments of concord of which even 
the most dispersed publics are sometimes capable. Andrew 
Rehfeld, for instance, has proposed abandoning territorial 
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representation altogether in order to achieve a more dynamic 
form of majoritarian politics (see Rehfeld 2005). In his view, 
we should move beyond pseudo-conceptions of localized 
interest, identity and agency to embrace more explicit ran-
domness by assigning voters randomly into constituencies 
which will be theirs for life. Like a random statistical sample, 
such constituencies would be microcosms of the whole nation. 
The consequence is that each representative will represent a 
cross-section of the nation and what is good for his or her 
constituency should correspond to what is good for the nation 
as a whole. The point of a system like this would be to cut 
across those ties of minority interest that may become 
entrenched under conventional schemes of constituency rep-
resentation. Random constituencies would be more respon-
sive to shifts in popular opinion, without being subject to the 
breaks of sectional or minority representation. When a gov-
ernment becomes unpopular, it would become unpopular in 
every single constituency.

The attraction of this conception of representation lies in 
its ability to track and then refl ect the views of the national 
majority. But it remains a somewhat crude device and a 
highly artifi cial form of unity. It is still a constituency-based 
scheme of representation, and therefore presupposes a certain 
amount of independence on the part of the representatives 
(if not, then it would make more sense to put decisions 
out directly to majority vote by means of regular referenda). 
Representatives who are answerable to randomly generated 
constituencies will in some respects need to be more indepen-
dent than the representatives of geographical constituencies. 
This is because anyone who represents a microcosm of the 
nation, but chooses to go against the majority view, will by 
defi nition be prioritizing his or her own judgement. By con-
trast, the representatives of localities can always justify a 
decision to side with the minority on the grounds that they 
are standing up for the interests of their constituents (as will 
be the case whenever a local majority forms part of a national 
minority). So randomly generated constituencies may actually 
open up a new gap between representatives and represented: 
if the public is to be represented in its diversity as well as its 
moments of unity, it will be by representatives who no longer 
speak for those who elected them.
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Another way to capture the unity of the public within a 
scheme of representation is to look beyond the representation 
of interests and towards other kinds of shared perspectives. 
For example, Brennan and Hamlin have suggested that the 
concept of representation should not simply be viewed through 
the prism of the voters’ interests, nor judged according to its 
responsiveness to those interests. Whenever it is seen in these 
reductive terms, representation will always emerge as a second-
best option to direct democracy because the interests of the 
representatives will inevitably get in the way of majority pref-
erences (Brennan and Hamlin 1999). But representative poli-
tics can be responsive to more than simply the interests of 
individual voters. It can also be, in Brennan and Hamlin’s 
terms, ‘expressive’, meaning that it can be a device for indi-
viduals to express their views of the political process as a 
whole and of the merits of the various actors within it.

Brennan and Hamlin offer the following analogy:

The voters are like fans at a football game: they can choose 
to cheer for one team or the other, but they cannot choose the 
result of the game, and no one individual’s act of cheering has 
any signifi cant effect on the result. If we wish to explain who 
or what citizens choose to vote for, we need to look at the 
considerations that will induce expressions of support, rather 
than individual voter’s particularized interests. (Ibid.: 118)

Among the things that the voters may express in the act of 
voting is their view of the capacity of their representatives to 
judge what is in the public interest – in other words, of their 
merit or virtues as decision-makers. If the public interest is 
reduced to the sum total of the interests of its individual 
members, then anything that their representatives do is bound 
to be disappointing. But if the members of the public are 
asked to express a view about how their representatives are 
performing or likely to perform as interpreters of their shared 
interests, then they may be able to reach a collective judge-
ment independently of all the differences of individual interest 
that might otherwise divide them. Representation can be a 
means of overcoming the differences between individuals and 
their interests, once it is seen as something more than just a 
refl ection of them.
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On this account, the public interest becomes a product of 
the system of representative politics, rather than a precondi-
tion of it. It does not emerge from voter preferences; instead, 
voters tend to prefer those representatives who do the best 
job of bringing the public interest into view. In this respect, 
there are parallels with the views of those deliberative demo-
crats who see the process of deliberation as itself creating a 
consensus that can then be represented back to the wider 
public. Brennan and Hamlin’s version of this argument 
belongs to the idiom of rational choice theory and is designed 
to show that it is rational to vote even though voting offers 
the individual voter no direct input into the political process 
(like many rational choice theorists, they want an answer to 
the question of why anyone should bother to vote at all). 
Expressive voting provides the electorate with a good reason 
to vote because it permits a form of involvement in politics 
that offers rewards beyond having direct input in a given 
outcome. To slightly alter the terms of Brennan and Hamlin’s 
analogy, it turns the voters into an audience who can help to 
determine the success of a performance by supplying their 
applause (or alternatively, can doom a performance by with-
holding it) but who cannot direct the action as it takes place 
on the stage. Yet once the analogy is put in these terms, it 
suggests a very different idiom through which to understand 
the business of political representation, one in which concep-
tions of agency drawn from aesthetics and drama rather than 
economics are the key.

‘Aesthetic’ theories of political representation, though very 
different in style and inspiration from the rational choice 
approach, nevertheless share some presuppositions with the 
‘expressive’ theory described above. There is an agreement 
between these two accounts that a naive principal–agent con-
ception of political representation is inadequate to describe 
the role of the electorate in appointing representatives because 
the interests of the voters do not cohere in such a way as to 
make them a plausible principal. There is also a shared sense 
that any community of interests among the voters is more 
plausibly a product of the system of representation than a 
precondition for it. Where aesthetic conceptions of political 
representation go further is in borrowing from the world of 
art the idea that any form of representation is never simply 
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the copy of some pre-existing external reality. In aesthetic 
terms, representation always creates something new.

So, for example, a painting of a landscape never simply 
replicates that landscape; it creates a new version of it in the 
act of representing it. Likewise, stage actors do not represent 
characters as they might exist off the stage; stage actors bring 
their characters to life in the act of representing them. There 
is thus always a ‘gap’ between an object and the representa-
tion of that object and this holds in politics as well. Political 
representatives can never merely speak for the views or inter-
ests of the people as they existed before being represented; 
instead, by defi nition, the act of representing them creates a 
new version of the people and their interests, and it is this 
creativity that marks out political representation as a dynamic 
form of politics. As Frank Ankersmit, one of the most promi-
nent exponents of an ‘aesthetic’ theory of political representa-
tion, has argued, any attempt to close the gap between the 
people and their representatives is futile (Ankersmit 1997). 
Indeed, he has suggested that the attempt to establish mimetic 
forms of identity between rulers and ruled is ‘not the realiza-
tion of democracy but an invitation to tyranny’ because it 
thwarts any opportunity for the people to refl ect on and judge 
the actions of their representatives. Political representation is 
not designed to provide a refl ection of the people and their 
interests; rather it is designed to give the people an image of 
themselves to refl ect on.

Unlike rational choice theorists, Ankersmit is not inter-
ested in trying to uncover the underlying rationality behind 
this arrangement. Nor is he primarily interested in the ques-
tion of why individuals vote at all. The focus of his account 
is historical; it explores the ways in which political institu-
tions have developed within the gap that representation opens 
up between government and people and the ways in which 
history itself constitutes a series of representations of political 
reality (Ankersmit 2002). A similar interest lies at the heart 
of the work of the French political theorist Claude Lefort, 
who like a number of his compatriots (notably Pierre Rosan-
vallon) has used the history of the French republic to illustrate 
the open-endedness of the concept of representation and the 
permanent state of tension that exists between the repre-
sented and their representatives.
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In contrast to Ankersmit, Lefort focuses less on analogies 
between political and aesthetic representation and concen-
trates instead on the particular tension that emerges within 
the concept of representation whenever it is ‘democratized’ 
(something that has been taking place, in Lefort’s terms, ever 
since the French Revolution). For Lefort, there is a paradox 
at the heart of the idea of ‘representative democracy’. The 
democratization of the political process – which includes 
the expansion of the franchise, the entrenchment of individ-
ual rights and the rise of public opinion – has given the public 
a greater and more active part to play in the institutions of 
representative government. But as the public’s role expands, 
so the public’s identity becomes more fractured because 
the more actively the public is involved in its own representa-
tion, the more clearly the divisions and dislocations among 
its individual members are revealed. Democracy, in this 
sense, has made it harder to represent the people as a whole. 
Lefort writes:

Nothing makes the paradox of democracy more palpable than 
the institution of universal suffrage. It is at the very moment 
when popular sovereignty is assumed to manifest itself, when 
the people is assumed to actualize itself by expressing its will, 
that social interdependence breaks down and that the citizen 
is abstracted away from all the networks in which his social 
life develops and becomes a mere statistic. Number replaces 
substance. (Lefort 1988: 18–19)

For Lefort, this analysis points to an ‘emptiness’ at the 
core of representative democracy where the people ought 
to be: the same processes that bring the people into focus 
as a single political agent are also the processes that lead 
to the dissolution of the people. But there is another way 
to put this. In any system of representative democracy, there 
will always be more than one version of the people at 
work. There is ‘the people’ conjured up by representatives 
in the act of speaking for them; and there are the ‘people’ 
who pass judgement on these conjuring acts, often in ways 
that give the lie to them, but who nevertheless see themselves 
as members of the body politic as a whole (see fi gure 5.1). 
It does not necessarily follow that these two different kinds 
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of people will always be in confl ict with each other. 
Sometimes political representatives will seek to embody 
a sense of national unity that fi nds a direct echo in the elec-
torate. But it does mean that the potential for confl ict is 
always there.

Indeed, the functioning of representative democracy 
depends upon politicians being able to offer competing visions 
of the people to the people, in order for the voters to be able 
to choose the one they prefer. No single one of these visions 
will ever succeed in closing the gap between the represented 
and their representatives entirely. Moreover, the more suc-
cessful a particular vision is in closing that gap, the more 
scope there will be for dissenting politicians to point up the 
ways in which a close identifi cation between rulers and ruled 
effectively excludes the people from politics in their active, 
or judgemental, role. One just has to think of what can 
happen to representative democracies during wartime – a 
strong sense of national unity may result in widespread acqui-
escence in the actions of the people’s representatives and 
therefore the suspension of democratic competition. But 
when the war is over, the people may react sharply against 
the assumption that they are happy to identify with their 
leaders and can be taken for granted. This is effectively 
what happened in Britain in 1945 when the people voted 
Churchill out of offi ce and elected a Labour government by 
a landslide.

Political 
representatives 

People (i) People (ii) 

judgement 

membership 

representation

Figure 5.1 Representing the people
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Lefort’s account of political representation, like Ankersmit’s, 
does not sit easily with some of the assumptions that we like 
to make about representative democracy. In particular, it 
makes it diffi cult to assume that a system of representation 
is more democratic the more the people play an active role 
within it. In any system of representation, the active and 
passive roles of the people are always present and always in 
some degree of tension with one another. This means that the 
representation of the people is, in a sense, permanently up 
for grabs. The fl uidity and indeterminacy of this conception 
of political representation also makes it hard to square with 
some other forms of academic enquiry, above all with the 
kind of political theory or political science that seeks to pin 
representation down and defi ne it in unambiguous terms. 
Theories of representation that highlight its ‘gaps’ or its ‘emp-
tiness’ can be dismissed as woolly or even empty themselves 
by hard-nosed theorists who want something more concrete. 
Certainly it is true that ‘continental’ and ‘analytical’ theories 
of political representation rarely engage with one another. But 
that does not mean that they do not overlap.

As we have seen, the problem of establishing a clear iden-
tity for the people as principal is one that is felt by rational 
choice theorists and deliberative democrats as well as conti-
nental philosophers and historians. Equally, the notion that 
the voters have more than one part to play within a system 
of representative government – as both the objects of repre-
sentation and the arbiters of that representation – is hard to 
dispute in any idiom. Hanna Pitkin, who remains the most 
widely cited theorist of representation in the political science 
literature, accepts that representation is an inherently ‘para-
doxical’ idea (Pitkin 1967). Bernard Manin, who is French 
but also himself a political scientist, acknowledges that rep-
resentation is necessarily ‘Janus-faced’ (Manin 1997). It does 
not follow from this that the representation of the people is 
therefore an illusion, nothing more than a trick of the light 
that we ought to be able to see through. Lefort is not sug-
gesting this any more than Pitkin or Manin is. But it does 
mean that any unity that is achieved through a system of 
representative democracy will be subject to dispute within the 
very terms of that system.
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Unity vs. diversity

The account of popular representation given in the previous 
section cannot be reduced to any one of the analytical models 
of group representation discussed in chapter 4. Clearly it does 
not fi t a straightforward principal–agent model because the 
‘people’ that emerges from the act of representation is not the 
same as the ‘people’ who appoint and dismiss representatives 
– the principal, if there is one here, is not what is being rep-
resented by the agent. Nor can this picture easily be recon-
ciled with the idea of representation as a form of identity 
politics because what people identify with is something that 
emerges from the representative process itself rather than 
something that can be fed into it. If anything, this account is 
closest to representation as trusteeship, particularly as that 
model connects to the idea of the representation of corporate 
‘fi ctions’. The representation of the people is the representa-
tion of a fi ction, in so far as what is being represented does 
not exist except through being represented. Nevertheless, 
the legalistic origins of the trustee model do not suit either 
the dynamism or the uncertainty of democratic politics. 
Legally authorized trustees are free to exercise their own 
judgement within the terms of the trust given them. But 
elected representatives in modern states have constantly to 
renegotiate the terms of that trust with the people who have 
the power to hire and fi re them. The people may be a fi ction 
in one sense; but in another sense, certainly so far as 
the politicians are concerned, the power of the people is 
all too real.

So perhaps we should say that in a treatment like Lefort’s, 
representative democracy can be viewed as a form of politics 
that accommodates aspects of each of these different models. 
The people have an active role, as the arbiters of representa-
tion, much like principals. The people also have a passive 
role, as the objects of representation, much like legal fi ctions. 
And in judging in their active role what they think of the 
image offered of them by their representatives, individual 
voters will often side with those representatives with whom 
they identify best. Any system of representation will contain 
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elements of these different models and how they interact with 
each other will go a long way to determining how the state 
evolves over time. For Lefort, it is this scope for tension 
and confl ict between different conceptions of representation 
that helps to make sense of the historical development of 
the state, through periodic crises and more gradual shifts in 
the interactions between rulers and ruled. The turbulent 
history of the French state, in particular, can be explained 
by the fact that it is a ‘representative’ state, and representa-
tion, far from closing down questions about the appropriate 
role of the people in their government, always leaves such 
questions open.

However, if we look at other, relatively more stable systems 
of representative government, a slightly different picture 
emerges. The United States and Great Britain have evolved 
systems of representative government that include both 
active and passive forms of popular representation and 
allow for the representation of the people both as a unifi ed 
whole and as a set of diverse individuals. However, the two 
systems have struck a somewhat different balance between 
these different forms of representation. As Philip Pettit has 
recently argued (Pettit 2006), the Washington model places 
greater emphasis on what he calls the ‘enactive’ representa-
tion of constituencies and interest groups by individual 
representatives (‘enactive’ here meaning the representation 
of principals by agents). In Congress, individual representa-
tives are primarily answerable to separate constituencies and 
as a result there is also a ‘simulative’ (or what we might 
otherwise call ‘mimetic’) component to the legislature, in that 
the diversity of the population is refl ected in the differences 
between the members of the House (though this is not 
‘mimesis’ in the fullest sense of meaning a replication of 
the wider population – there are not nearly enough women, 
or blacks, or Hispanics in the upper reaches of American 
politics for that). Meanwhile, the representation of the people 
as a whole tends to devolve on to the offi ce of the President 
who must then act in conjunction with Congress in order 
to get various measures into law. So corporate representation 
is often a fractured business (except in times of war or national 
emergency), depending on transient coalitions of interests. 
National political parties, though they are crucial in getting 
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individuals elected, are often not strong enough to hold 
those individual representatives to a single vision of the 
popular interest.

In the Westminster model, by contrast, political parties 
stand for election on manifesto commitments that are more 
or less expected to be binding on all constituency representa-
tives. As Pettit puts it: ‘In this system, the individual-level 
representation of constituency gets put in a decidedly second 
place, since individual members will vote as their party votes 
and will be expected even by those who elect them to vote 
that way.’ But, he goes on: ‘If that is the weakness of the 
system, the strength is that the parliament as a whole will 
operate very effi ciently to generate a body of legislation that 
can be expected to be internally coherent, and to cohere with 
established law and principle’ (Pettit 2006: 26). In other 
words, parliament tries (or at least affects) to legislate for the 
people as a corporate body and it acts itself as a corporate 
body to that end.

To put it crudely, the Westminster model prioritizes the 
representation of unity over diversity and the Washington 
model, the representation of diversity over unity. But this is, 
inevitably, much too crude because both systems allow for 
both kinds of representation, depending on circumstances. 
The President can speak for the American people in ways that 
trump local loyalties and a British MP can speak for her 
constituents in ways that trump loyalty to the national party. 
Under either system there will always be confl icts between 
the representation of unity and the representation of diversity 
and both systems are designed to permit such confl icts while 
attempting to render them manageable. So perhaps it would 
be better to say that the frustrations of each system refl ect 
where the balance between them lies. Members of the British 
electorate are more likely to think that their representatives 
don’t represent them personally but serve the party machine. 
Members of the American electorate are more likely to think 
that their representatives are prisoners of special interests and 
don’t see the wider picture.

These frustrations spill out into another feature of any 
system of representative government where the public are 
free to express their dissatisfaction with their elected rep-
resentatives: the existence of ‘representatives’ of the public 
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who operate outside the electoral system (and outside of 
deliberately constructed schemes intended to give the public 
a voice, such as citizen panels). Among those who may claim 
to represent the public, or sections of the public, are journal-
ists, campaigners, charity workers, celebrities, or simply 
members of the public who have been thrust into the lime-
light. These are not principal–agent relationships, though 
they are sometimes dressed up in similar terms. Newspapers 
sometimes claim that they are empowered to speak on behalf 
of their readers – the British tabloid The Sun likes to dress 
up its political campaigns as being on behalf of ‘Sun readers’ 
– but the act of buying a newspaper is hardly suffi cient to 
ground a principal–agent relationship. The representatives of 
NGOs do act as agents for their particular organization (par-
ticularly when they are its employees) but that does not mean 
they are the agents of those they are trying to help who often, 
being poor or vulnerable or excluded, lack the kind of agency 
needed to get a foothold in the political system.

This means that such claims to represent the excluded are 
invariably grounded in a mixture of simulation and trustee-
ship – these sorts of informal representatives are either 
assumed to be speaking for those who cannot speak for 
themselves or speaking for those who would say the same 
were they in a position to speak out. Either way, what grounds 
claims to representation from outside the electoral system 
is a sense that conventional politics, on whatever model it 
is organized, leaves some people lacking in representation 
and that these people need to be spoken for. As the rock 
singer Bono once put it, to justify his having taken on the 
cause of the African poor: ‘I represent a lot of people [in 
Africa] who have no voice at all  .  .  .  They haven’t asked me 
to represent them. It’s cheeky but I hope they’re glad I do’ 
(O’Neill 2005).

The example of Bono and Africa illustrates a number of 
important features of this sort of representation. It shows 
that the lack of specifi c authorization – the fact that ‘they 
haven’t asked [him]’ – is a potentially serious handicap 
because no claims to represent exist in isolation. They must 
always compete with rival claims and even those who lack a 
voice do not lack rivals purporting to speak for them. In 
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particular, there are always states which, for all their obvious 
inability to speak for all the people all the time, nonetheless 
have evolved in a way that gives them a particular claim to 
represent their peoples. The power of states rests on their 
ability to accommodate the many different varieties of rep-
resentation we have discussed so far in this book, including 
not just trusteeship and identity politics but also the author-
ity that comes through popular election. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, it is hard for other kinds of representatives 
to compete with this. Both experts and activists, the two 
groups outside government that tend to speak out for others, 
rely on knowledge and passion to generate perspectives that 
are not, for the most part, those shared by the majority of 
us. Campaigners lack the specifi c authority claims of political 
representatives and have to rely on claims of identity or 
shared interest that may be unstable or transient. Newspapers 
will often discomfort governments by speaking up for their 
readers but they will still have to wait either for the govern-
ments to act or for their readers (in conjunction with others) 
to get rid of the government. The durability of the system 
of state representation, in all its various guises, is a testimony 
to the breadth of the vision of representative government for 
which it allows.

But Bono’s claim to speak for the poor of Africa takes us 
beyond the nation-state. It rests on two other, relatively novel, 
features of political representation. First, in some parts of 
the world the state has failed, or is failing, to represent 
its citizens. However well the state may be able to represent 
individuals in theory, in practice some states lack even 
the basic rudiments of power needed to make their represen-
tation claims plausible. The ‘gap’ between the represented 
and their political representatives is just too wide. In these 
circumstances, the representation provided by alternative 
bodies, including NGOs and other kinds of international 
organizations, may become, and may need to become, more 
signifi cant. Second, even the successful and stable states 
of the affl uent West are increasingly fi nding themselves 
constrained by transnational schemes or networks in which 
their representative status is being reconfi gured. States are 
subject to new sorts of limitations on their ability to speak 



148  The Politics of Representation

for their citizens. Some of these limitations derive from 
the expansion of the role of international law. Others derive 
from the wide range of international bodies in which states 
must themselves be represented and through which they 
can fi nd themselves spoken for. These new constraints – or 
opportunities – for political representation in the interna-
tional sphere, between and beyond states, are the subject 
of the next chapter.



6
Representation Beyond 
the Nation-State

For most of the history of modern politics, arguments about 
political representation have revolved around the state. But 
from the second half of the twentieth century on, state rep-
resentation has increasingly had to co-exist with the various 
other forms of political representation that have been prolif-
erating outside it. These involve both interstate and non-state 
agencies, and raise questions parallel to those we saw arising 
within states, concerning rival claims to representation but at 
a higher level of complexity. This additional complexity arises 
for two main reasons. First, international groups are by defi -
nition more complex than national groups, if only because 
they contain different nationalities among their members. 
Second, representative politics at the international level intro-
duces a new dimension to the competition to represent the 
citizens of nation-states. This is the competition that may 
arise between states and rival claimants to their role as the 
ultimate arbiter of their citizens’ interests.

However, it is important not to be premature in announc-
ing the death of the state at the hands of a wider vision of 
globally representative politics. International competition 
between rival agencies does not necessarily spell the end of 
the state’s pre-eminence as a representative institution. Indeed, 
this may be a competition that states, with all their experience 
of how representation works, are well equipped to win. 
Despite the challenge globalization poses to the state’s claim 
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to be the sole legitimate representative of the public interest 
within its given territory, states are still the primary locus of 
decision-making authority, which they can choose to delegate 
internationally.

Moreover, besides threatening the scope nation-states have 
for independent action, the process of globalization has 
also brought states closer together in the attempt to grasp 
the benefi ts of collaboration as members of international 
organizations and governmental networks. The different 
institutional entities that perform the basic functions of 
states – legislation, adjudication, implementation, etc. – are 
increasingly reaching out to their foreign and supranational 
counterparts to solve collective problems that spill beyond 
their borders. This means that states can disaggregate into 
their component institutions, for certain purposes, but still act 
as unitary actors when necessary. Moreover, their component 
parts, when interacting with counterparts across borders, still 
represent national interests in various ways (Slaughter 2004). 
Twenty-fi rst century politics is therefore unlikely to signal the 
end of the state’s representative role. But it may well see a shift 
in emphasis in the sort of representation states provide, and 
the sort of representation they expect, as they themselves 
become the principals of multiple international agents.

Besides changes in their external relations, states are also 
being transformed internally in ways that are relevant for 
trans-border representation. Immigration has changed radi-
cally many states’ social, ethnic and cultural make-up. Non-
white people whose fi rst language is not English now make 
up a greater percentage of the US population than at any 
other time in its history. Today, Muslims constitute the major-
ity of immigrants in most Western European countries, 
including Belgium, France, Germany and the Netherlands, 
and the largest single component of the immigrant population 
in the United Kingdom itself. As a result, immigrant com-
munities will sometimes indirectly represent the interests of 
foreign nationals, in particular if these are likely to be affected 
by the policies of their host countries (for example, recent 
French policy towards Iraq showed a particular sensibility to 
Muslim opinion). Any claim to represent the interests of 
people in their countries of origin, or in larger cultural com-
munities, such as the worldwide Muslim brotherhood, is 
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usually based on a shared identity. This is especially so with 
regard to fi rst-generation immigrants whose ties to the com-
munities of origin are stronger. But the claim is also advanced 
by their disaffected offspring who, despite being born and 
socialized in a new country, feel that they are citizens in name 
only. Still, the latter’s claim to represent on the basis of iden-
tity is deeply problematic. Their actions are a manifestation 
of modern identity politics, fuelled by their sense of being 
stuck between two cultures, neither of which they can fully 
identify with. So they may quite simply be representing no 
one but themselves against the state and protesting against 
its incapacity to offer post-ethnic forms of national citizen-
ship and belonging.

But whatever their provenance, and whether or not they 
are evidence of disaffection or of a more profound shift in 
political values, it is clear that states face new challenges. 
Cross-border policy issues – from the environment to terror-
ism, from fi nancial risk to immigration – can no longer be 
tackled through unilateral state action. They demand struc-
tures of international governance promoting closer coopera-
tion between the representatives of different states. Moreover, 
states have not only delegated power upwards to interna-
tional organizations, they have also started to devolve power 
downwards to regions. In the process, both sub- and supra-
national territorial units, especially regions and regional 
blocs, have asserted themselves as an important subset of the 
numerous new actors involved in representation beyond 
borders. At the same time, the speeding up of global com-
munications, combined with the fact that many decisions that 
affect our lives are now taken across borders, have opened 
up a new space for trans-national political action by non-state 
actors. Global social movements, trans-national advocacy 
networks, global public policy networks and international 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are amongst the 
many new ‘civil society’ representatives of an increasingly 
mobilized world public.

As the number, and the diversity, of trans-national actors 
has increased, so have the forms of international representa-
tion. Several international organizations (IOs) now combine 
the representation of state actors with non-state actors, such 
as NGOs. Many different types of groups, from interest 
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groups to more fl uid collections of people who band together 
to pursue some far-reaching social goal (i.e., social ‘networks’ 
or ‘movements’), have found alternative sites of representa-
tion, in multiple institutional and non-institutional venues, 
such as festivals, sit-ins, protest marches, or cyber-forums. 
These different categories of representation, ranging from 
the traditional delegation of state power to the representation 
of new kinds of global communities, can blend into one 
another. State alliances, for instance, can create the possibility 
of collective representation of communities of interest that 
spread across borders. This is potentially the case with the 
International Criminal Court: although it was created on 
the basis of a treaty joined by 105 states, it acts not as a 
bound agent of those states but rather as an independent 
trustee of the victims of genocide and war crimes around the 
world.

Underlying all these developments is the fact that we live 
in an increasingly connected world. But there is an important 
caveat here when the discussion centres, as ours does, on 
representation. A ‘connected’ world does not automatically 
entail a new world of representation. Ironically, perhaps, one 
of those who might view this differently is Sieyès, the archi-
tect of nationalism as the basis of representative government. 
Sieyès conceptualized the division of labour as an advanta-
geous system of mutual representation, where each person 
should have as much work as possible done on his behalf by 
specialized ‘others’. In Sieyès’s scheme of ‘representative 
labour’, the workers who produce my tennis shoes in a sweat-
shop in Indonesia, for instance, have been working, unknow-
ingly, as my representatives.

But Sieyès notwithstanding, it is a mistake to use the term 
‘representation’ simply as a synonym for mutual connectivity. 
Representation, as we have seen in chapter 3, requires some-
thing more than working for another’s benefi t. To qualify 
as my ‘representative’, someone must be acting for me in 
relation to others, in ways that implicate me in what he or 
she does and make me in some sense responsible for his or 
her actions. This is clearly not the case with the Indonesian 
sweatshop workers. I have no presence in their actions 
and certainly no presence I can assert, especially in cases of 
misrepresentation. For there is no place for misrepresentation 
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here: the Indonesian workers may be subject to the will 
of others – they may be controlled in conditions of near 
servitude – but that does not make them anyone else’s rep-
resentative (except, perhaps, as symbols of injustice). If 
anything, representation is something they are likely to exp-
erience in their lives as a lack. The world in which we 
live may well be increasingly interconnected. But an increase 
in connectivity does not necessarily mean an increase in 
representation.

If globalization does not itself produce more representa-
tion, what it has increased is the demand for representation, 
particularly within the institutions of global governance, 
where that demand has never been greater. It has also enhanced 
the quest for more informal ways of representing ‘communi-
ties’ of identity, interest, value or opinion across national 
boundaries. If anything, globalization has made representa-
tion more central to world politics, while making it less clear 
how it is to be achieved. The interconnectedness of modern 
social life inevitably ties the actions of people and institutions 
in one country to consequences that stem from other coun-
tries’ people and institutions. And yet no person can be 
present at all the decisions, or in all those international 
decision-making bodies, whose actions affect their lives (see 
Young 2000). Their presence in those decisions depends 
acutely on the interaction between a variety of institutional 
and non-institutional sites of representation which bring 
people together, across borders, in various different ways.

Non-governmental representation

From the 1970s on we have witnessed a global effl orescence 
of non-governmental politics, questioning the state’s exclu-
sive ability to represent society in international relations. 
Operating as counterweights to states, non-governmental 
agencies and activists of very different geographical and ideo-
logical outlooks have sought to establish themselves in the 
role of accountability and advocacy agencies. Whether speak-
ing on behalf of the environment, the economically enslaved, 
the interests of multinational corporations’ stakeholders 
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(workers, suppliers, consumers, etc.), those dependent on 
humanitarian aid, or the victims of violations of human 
rights, they have become a major force in world politics.

For some commentators, this rise of non-governmental 
politics is proof that ‘politics extends beyond the realm of 
representation’ (Feher 2007: 26). On this account, represen-
tation is identifi ed as the distinctive business of states, tied 
to traditional state-based activities, such as the competition 
between rival political elites, and limited by their ultimate 
accountability to national electorates. The point of non-
governmental politics is to get beyond this and to fi nd 
new ways of doing politics that do not depend on narrow 
forms of electoral accountability. But this is itself too 
narrow a conception of representation. The notion that non-
governmental politics, which aims at transcending the state, 
must also repudiate representation, the main instrument 
of state politics, rests on too restricted an understanding of 
what representation requires.

According to the advocates of a post-representative non-
governmental politics, if non-governmental agencies or activ-
ists make a claim to represent international groups, involving 
multiple nationalities, they will simply produce a shallow or 
empty version of the politics they are trying to get away from. 
This is because non-governmental agencies are ‘deprived of 
the authority bestowed on elected offi cials, which makes 
them vulnerable to the accusation of being neither representa-
tive nor accountable’ (Feher 2007: 15). In these terms, NGOs 
need to leave representation behind and fi nd alternative 
sources of legitimacy and/or accountability.

But there are two problems here. First, representation goes 
well beyond narrow conceptions of legitimacy, and certainly 
beyond those centring exclusively on elections, which func-
tion both to authorize representatives and to hold them 
to account. The internal diversity of the concept of represen-
tation, as explored in previous chapters, allows for various 
other ways in which non-governmental agencies can justify 
their claim to represent trans-national ‘constituencies’ (these 
include representation through trusteeship, identity politics, 
and so on). Indeed, a rival claim to representation is 
implicit in non-governmental activists’ understanding of their 
activity as a quest to challenge the inadequate presence of 
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the dispossessed in the decision-making procedures of inter-
state organizations (like the IMF, the World Bank, the UN). 
If non-governmental activists were simply speaking interna-
tionally on their own behalf, there would be no reason to 
expect their objections, or indeed their decisions, to hold for 
anyone other than themselves. If non-members are to be in 
any way involved in their actions, then NGOs must be exer-
cising some broader representative function.

Second, because of the uncertainty and ambiguity at the 
heart of the concept of representation, it is tempting to believe 
that non-governmental agencies should turn instead to the 
notion of accountability. But without representation, account-
ability is a fairly narrow idea, certainly narrower than rep-
resentation itself. There is no intrinsic value in accountability 
or, as it is often called, ‘transparency’. We may encourage 
opportunities for deception, and undermine professional per-
formance, in our zeal for transparency and heavy-handed 
forms of accountability (O’Neill 2002). The requirement for 
more transparency can easily redound, not in openness, but 
in tighter and more centralized control of information (Hood 
and Heald 2006). Transparency is thus to be valued instru-
mentally as a means to other valued objects sought by public 
policy. Amongst these is likely to be the representation of the 
substantive interests of all those likely to be affected by a 
given policy.

As we have seen in chapter 4, representation need not 
presuppose the appointment of a representative who has 
agreed to act on a particular constituency’s behalf. It can 
equally be founded on individuals identifying more widely, 
possibly across national boundaries, with things they under-
stand themselves as having in common: an interest, an 
ideology, a set of values, a sense of marginalization. So instead 
of dropping the idea of representation altogether, non-
governmental politics needs to re-appropriate it in all its 
variety. Yet there is a real danger here that too promiscuous 
use of the idea of representation outside of its traditional 
context can make it a facile or empty idea. It is not enough 
for those engaged in trans-national politics to assume that, 
when they have found a shared interest outside the state, they 
will by defi nition have found something they can represent. 
Rep resentation always depends on something more than 
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mere shared interests – it requires the presence of the rep-
resented in the actions of their representatives. Such presence 
is not automatic in cases of shared interests: it needs to be 
constructed or worked for. There are, however, a variety of 
different ways this might be achieved. Some idea of how is 
given in the examples we discuss next.

Class actions

Because many of the interests people have are diffuse, they 
are often left unrepresented. Diffuse interests, such as con-
sumer or environmental ones, are interests related to an 
unspecifi ed community of people who are held together by 
de facto circumstances. These interests are often unrepre-
sented in the normal political process because the costs to 
individuals of organizing themselves in large groups, to press 
for their representation, are not matched by the small gains 
accruing to each individual from this process. Therefore, the 
representation of diffuse interests is usually dependent on 
representative entrepreneurship: someone, or some body, 
takes the initiative of articulating the interest, thereby mobi-
lizing the relevant group and prompting wider group member 
identifi cation.

To illustrate: consumer protection legislation recognizes 
consumer rights but in many cases consumers do not institute 
judicial proceedings in order to assert their rights, due to the 
costs of litigation. There is a solution to this and similar 
problems of collective action, however. A large number of 
individualized claims can be aggregated into one single rep-
resentative lawsuit, known as a ‘class action’. Some legal 
representations across borders, especially in the domain of 
environmental and consumer rights, may suit well the model 
of ‘class action’.

In 2007, a British law fi rm, representing up to 5,000 local 
victims, launched a class action over allegedly highly toxic 
waste dumped in the Ivory Coast from a cargo ship chartered 
by a London-based company. Its initiative allowed for the 
representation of foreign nationals by dint of the interests 
they shared but which they were unable to articulate for 
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themselves. In Europe, the resort to class actions is still 
limited, especially when compared with the thriving litigation 
industry established around them in the US. But the situation 
may be changing rapidly. The European Commission is con-
sidering the introduction into the European Union of cross-
border ‘class actions’ suits by consumer organizations. These 
would enable claims against faulty manufacturers and sup-
pliers in multiple jurisdictions to be aggregated and brought 
together at a European level. But just as the idea of European 
class actions is unsurprisingly facing the resistance of corpo-
rations, so too is it bound to encounter some resistance from 
states, particularly when it is directed against their own neg-
ligence or that of their offi cials. States, through their courts, 
remain responsible for certifi cation of the ‘class’ in most 
forms of class action and, in many cases, for certifi cation of 
who can fi le the claim on its behalf. Like any form of legal 
representation, therefore, though it may provide an outlet for 
those who fi nd themselves unrepresented at the state level, it 
is unlikely in itself to offer much competition to states. States 
still control the process.

NGOs, international pressure groups 
and advocacy networks

As forms of international interest group representation, class 
actions are often distinguished by being short-lived and self-
cancelling, in that the ‘class’ or ‘interest group’ ceases to exist 
as its claim is attended. The same can arguably be said of 
some other forms of trans-national group representation, 
such as anti-war coalitions. The end of the war leaves them 
without their grounds for existence. But in general groups 
like international pressure groups, advocacy networks or 
NGOs pull together a more durable set of interests and seek 
to act on their behalf in an overtly political way – that is, it 
is part of their raison d’être to challenge the representative 
claims of other organizations. This is because the very object 
of their actions is often ‘bad’ or ‘unrepresentative’ govern-
ance, regardless of whether the criticized agency is a state, an 
IO or a multinational corporation.
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The oppositional character of non-governmental politics 
has two main consequences. First, as unelected groups or 
individuals, they have to fi nd alternative ways of asserting 
their own democratic credentials. Second, their representative 
claims have to compete with those claims put forward by 
individual states or states coming together in international 
organizations.

Competing with governmental forms of representation can 
be daunting. To take the case of NGOs fi rst, their critics fre-
quently accuse them of being autocratic and self-serving orga-
nizations, beholden neither to voters, nor to those communities 
whose interests they seek to promote but, in the best-case 
scenario, simply to their own fi nancial backers (and, in the 
worst-case scenario, to no one at all). Lacking in internal 
democratic procedures, NGOs appear to be less democratic, 
and less accountable, than the states and IOs they criticize – 
or so their critics claim.

Underlying this line of criticism is the question of whom 
NGOs represent, if anyone, and how. Do they represent their 
members, their donors, the people or things whose cause they 
champion, or the interests of the international community at 
large? The answer is not always simple and usually involves 
a combination of these different kinds of representation.

In many respects, membership-based NGOs are the most 
straightforward case: the NGO represents, primarily, the 
views and interests of its members. But the members of such 
organizations will often see its role not in terms of their own 
representation, but the representation of some group or cause 
that they wish to support. Equally, the organization will not 
simply be accountable to its members – it will also have to 
answer to those who support it in other ways, including 
occasional donors, and governments.

NGOs without a direct membership base, such as Oxfam 
and Christian Aid, both of which are charities, bear a strong 
resemblance to the corporate model of representation we 
have analysed in chapter 4. But if anything their case is even 
more complex. They fi nance their activity through a variety 
of sources, including private benefactors, foundations, gov-
ernmental, EU and UN grants, to each of which they must 
account for the allocations of their funds. Moreover, these 
NGOs are run by groups of trustees, who are bound by 
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the expectations of their donors, but they are not supposed 
to represent such people, or their interests, as their mandate 
is to act independently of anyone who may be fi nancing 
them. Directors, as well as lesser offi cers, ought to serve the 
interests of the NGO itself, which has a separate legal per-
sonality and is an actor in its own right – they are in this 
sense its representatives. They must make the NGO present 
in their dealings with third parties – government offi cials, 
UN agencies, other NGOs, donors and the benefi ciaries of 
their programmes (see fi gure 6.1).

All of these are potentially relationships of representation, 
with their own forms of accountability: governments might 
be represented by NGOs, who will be answerable to them, 
but governments will also represent individual members (as 
voters) to whom they will in turn be answerable; employees 
will act for the organization in some capacities but in others 
the organization as a whole will act for its employees; the 
organization may seek to represent its benefi ciaries, as may 
its employees, yet its benefi ciaries may also fi nd themselves 
co-opted to act as the organization’s representatives. Still it 
is important to remember that when acting in the interests of 
its benefi ciaries, NGOs and their employees are not necessar-
ily representing them. Such is the case, for instance, when 
NGOs provide food aid to populations in developing coun-
tries. The provision of food is done on behalf of recipient 
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Figure 6.1 Model of NGO representation
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communities but not in their name. It is a charitable act, not 
an instance of representation.

There are, nonetheless, many cases in which an NGO’s 
decision to act in a community’s interests overlaps with the 
representation of those interests. While acting as advocates, 
lobbyists, monitors, etc., NGOs act mostly as self-appointed 
guardians of the interests of ‘things’ that cannot act for them-
selves (such as the environment) or as trustees of the interests 
of groups who are simply too big, dispersed, under-resourced 
or weakly coordinated to make their claims heard and con-
sidered in policy-making. Both of these gain political presence 
through the NGO’s entrepreneurial representation, but as 
non-agents they cannot object by themselves to what NGOs 
claim in their name. So who can assert their presence in the 
action of NGOs, so that we can speak of representation, 
rather than paternalism – since as we have seen, the recipients 
of charitable aid are no more represented by that act than are 
children in receipt of food from their parents?

Objections to what NGOs do in the name of the repre-
sented can come from within NGOs themselves, especially if 
those with some ‘stake’ in their action are empowered with 
a greater degree of input into it, for example by being repre-
sented within its decision-making procedures. And yet most 
of the time the represented have no membership, voting rights 
or infl uence on the boards of the NGOs who claim to speak 
for them. Therefore it is also critical that their claim to rep-
resent or ‘voice’ the interests of their benefi ciaries is subject 
to, and checked by, competing claims to representation, 
advanced by rival representatives, including other NGOs, 
who can give those interests a separate presence.

Recently, there have been calls for NGOs to represent enti-
ties like the environment collectively via some formal proce-
dures of cooperation. Although it is hard to envisage how 
this idea could take root in the foreseeable future, for NGOs 
to represent the environment collectively, other accredited 
agents must be able to assert the environment’s presence 
separately, by publicly objecting to what NGOs do as its self-
appointed guardians. There are therefore potential costs in 
the pooling of resources when it comes to the representation 
of the relatively powerless: consensus among the representa-
tives may lead to the diminution of representation and its 
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replacement by paternalism, or mere ‘expertise’. There may 
be occasions when expertise is what is needed. But experts 
should not assume that their expertise automatically qualifi es 
them to act as anyone’s or anything’s representatives. That is 
a claim that must always be put to the test.

NGOs are not the only actors who have recently become 
politically signifi cant forces in international relations. Other 
interest groups and pressure groups have demonstrated capac-
ity to mobilize constituencies across borders, on whose behalf 
they try to infl uence decision-makers. This is the case with 
some traditional functional groups, for instance those repre-
senting labour (like the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions – ICFTU), which have been engaged with inter-
state organizations (like the EU or the WTO) to raise the 
concerns of international coalitions of workers. These profes-
sional groups tend to be formally organized, membership-
based associations whose activity focuses on making the 
views and interests of their members present to decision-
makers. But there are also trans-national groups that delib-
erately avoid permanent, hierarchical, institutional structures. 
This is the case with advocacy value-based networks, such as 
the anti-globalization movement. Inevitably, the lack of an 
institutional structure comes at a cost: the assumed identity 
of interests or purposes among different elements of the 
movement is often weak and its ad hoc basis means that it is 
often hard to know who is speaking for whom. The legiti-
macy of the claims of such movements to represent their 
members is undermined by the diffi culty of seeing how their 
members might object to that claim.

But there are potential gains from informality too. The 
fl exibility and fl uidity of such networked forms of organiza-
tion rely on faster, cheaper and more effi cient information 
technologies which provide new outlets for global forms of 
dissent. Anti-globalization activists use both cyberspace 
and important symbolic events, such as G8 summits, to 
protest and apply pressure, by giving their voice a physical 
presence. Their protest is often a form of objection against 
the perceived lack of representation offered by economic 
organizations, such as the World Bank, the IMF and the 
WTO. Hence their emphasis on visibility – on literal presence 
– in order to offer a contrast to the opacity of the structures 
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of international governance. But visibility on its own is 
not enough to sustain durable forms of representation. It is 
by defi nition transient – it lasts as long as the spectacle lasts. 
Something more is needed, including clearer forms of identity, 
stronger lines of accountability and new means of asserting 
the authority of the represented to object to what is being 
done in their name. These aspects of representation are 
conventionally the province of the state which is why the 
advocates of non-governmental politics may be suspicious 
of them. But that suspicion is a weakness not a strength. 
Too great a reliance on visibility at the expense of more 
complex representative structures will leave the protestors 
unable to rival the representative claims of the organizations 
they seek to challenge.

Advocacy by public fi gures

Non-governmental representation is not exclusive to groups, 
however. It also involves individual activists, especially those 
who are public fi gures. The growing tradition of celebrity 
advocacy at the trans-national level has been developed both 
on the initiative of international organizations, such as the 
United Nations, with its Messengers of Peace and Goodwill 
Ambassadors, and by self-appointed public personalities. 
These include former politicians, such as Al Gore in his role 
as an environmental activist, and personalities from the 
world of entertainment, like George Clooney, Bono or Bob 
Geldof, acting as spokespeople of victims in Darfur or the 
starving in Africa.

Single activists pose us with an acute question: on what 
grounds can their claim to represent be justifi ed? Obviously 
not on authorization: as discussed in the previous chapter, 
Bono has not been appointed by the poor of Africa, nor by 
elective offi cials in the poor’s home countries; nor can he 
claim to have an independent source of authority through any 
professional expertise.

It is perhaps more plausible to think of Bono as represent-
ing his ‘constituents’ by way of identifi cation. But this too 
can be easily contested. Individuals, as we have seen, can 
identify with a social group even when they lack some of the 
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group-defi ning characteristics. Since, however, the group-
defi ning characteristic is, in this case, living in a condition of 
extreme poverty, there is, arguably, a much stronger sense of 
identity amongst the world’s poor themselves than between 
them and Bono. This does not mean, however, that the 
poor would be better off going down the route of self-
representation. Where, for instance, poor farmers represent 
other poor farmers hardly anyone in the wider world listens. 
The visibility of celebrity fi gures, in particular their ability 
to connect with people everywhere in the world, and mobilize 
them into action, may make them more effective spokesper-
sons and advocates for trans-national causes than the mem-
bers of the affected communities themselves. Bono cannot 
claim to represent the poor by dint of something they have 
in common. But he can argue, in a Burkean vein, that a 
sympathy of feelings and desires connects him to their 
poverty, allowing him to put himself in their shoes in his 
imagination, and to represent them, without actually having 
been chosen by them.

The absolutely poor throughout the world – those living 
on less than $1 a day – are too wide and dispersed a group 
to be able to act as a principal. Moreover, it may be that all 
that is necessary for their representation is that a self-
appointed representative, like Bono, knows enough about 
their likely interests. This seems possible, as we are here 
speaking of the basic necessities of human life. The world 
poor will, arguably, have similar minimum biological needs 
for food, clean air, water, shelter and basic medical care that 
we have, and it will be in their interest if these things are 
provided. If we agree that their interests have a fairly objec-
tive content, a public fi gure may not only be able to avoid 
misrepresenting them but also to represent them more effi -
ciently than the represented would do themselves. This is 
because public fi gures can speak in a language that govern-
ments and world leaders understand and fi nd harder to 
ignore, given the publicity.

There are two important caveats here, however.

1.  Even if the interests of the represented group are rela-
tively uncontested, the best means of promoting them 
will always be open to contestation. So when Bono and 
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Bob Geldof praised the debt-relief package for the world’s 
poorest countries that the G7 fi nance ministers announced 
in 2005, they faced immediate criticism, especially from 
African campaigners, for determining on behalf of the 
people in those countries whether the leaders of the G7 
should be praised or blamed.

2. Being represented by one person has at least as many 
disadvantages as advantages. It inevitably transforms the 
‘poor’ into a monolithic block, obliterating their internal 
diversity and, more importantly, any diversity of their 
interests that exists alongside the uniformity of their 
needs. And as the represented are closely identifi ed with 
one person, they gain a public face, and a strong immedi-
ate impact, but probably also one that is less sustainable 
over time. Public fi gures may help issues like genocide or 
global poverty enter the political agenda and mobilize 
people around the world. But this public often identifi es 
less with the cause itself than with the stars that have 
taken it up. This means, for instance, that while viewers 
keep themselves up to date with Bono’s doings in Africa, 
major structural work on the continent goes almost 
entirely unnoticed.

Does this mean that it would be better to represent the 
world’s poor through more traditional representative bodies, 
such as their parliaments, or their appointed governments? 
As Clare Short, the former British Secretary of State for Inter-
national Development put it at the G8 summit in July 2001: 
‘Who is better placed to speak on behalf of the poor, middle-
class white people in the north or the elected representatives 
of the poor of Africa themselves?’

Short’s phrasing of the question suggests the latter. But 
what if the world poor live, as so often happens, in failed 
states whose institutions are incapable of representing them 
in any sense, because they are non-functioning, or corrupt, 
or more likely both? It is true that civil society activists are 
overwhelmingly based in developed countries and their con-
nection to the world poor is often fragile. But it would be 
seriously prejudicial to the world’s poorest citizens if their 
governments were taken as the sole legitimate voice speaking 
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out for them within and beyond borders. In face of the reality 
of failed states in developing countries, competitive (and 
mostly not specifi cally authorized) claims of activists to speak 
out for the world poor gain in credibility, and may well be 
the only way to save some of those they claim to represent 
from a more terrible predicament.

This co-existence of potentially multiple legitimate claims 
to representation at the international level has led some 
authors to conclude that, for the sake of fair political rep-
resentation of individuals in a globalized world, we must 
return to the unrealized possibilities of the idea of functional 
rep resentation (Kuper 2004). This means that each individual 
should not allow that a single representative (namely, her 
state) represents all her politically relevant interests interna-
tionally. She must rather entrust the representation of her 
different interests to different agencies (a government, an 
environmental NGO, a trans-national advocacy network, 
an international court, etc.), as well as to the indirect, often 
unintentional, interaction of representatives and the institu-
tions to which they belong within the international represen-
tative system as a whole, thereby providing a series of informal 
checks and balances. In this no particular priority is given 
to those who represent us politically, i.e., to the representa-
tives of the state who are on the same footing as any other 
representative.

There are obvious merits to this idea, among which is an 
increased emphasis on individual liberty, understood as being 
freed from (or in the language of republican political philoso-
phy, being ‘non-dependent’ on) the arbitrary will of others. 
A person who permits the representation of all her interests 
to be placed with one and the same agent is likely to make 
herself vulnerable to that agent’s whims. But functional rep-
resentation at the international level also runs up against 
familiar problems which can be captured by three questions. 
(1) What if the different interests of a person end up being 
represented against one another by different functional 
agents? (2) What is the ‘functional’ role of the state if not 
to mediate between these different kinds of representation? 
(3) How is the system as a whole to be represented? For if 
anyone is going to be able to object to the way in which they 
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are being represented, then we need yet another representa-
tive who does not represent the individual within the system 
but rather represents the individual against the system as a 
whole. The likelihood remains that the most plausible rep-
resentatives of an individual’s frustrations with the system of 
international governance as a whole will be national govern-
ments themselves, which may therefore be tempted to stoke 
these frustrations for their own benefi t.

Claims to representation are never absolute: they must 
always prove themselves in competition with one another. 
When a representative acts on the explicit authorization of 
the represented, or at least of a majority amongst them, as is 
the case with democratically elected governments, then the 
representative has a clear head start over representatives who 
are self-appointed and must rely on more indirect representa-
tive links, such as trusteeship, identifi cation, or simulation. 
However, in the international sphere there is some reason to 
think that the advantage of representatives authorized within 
their own electoral system is comparatively lower than in the 
domestic sphere.

First, at the international level, states are increasingly acting 
collectively, within the framework of interstate organizations 
(IOs). So although states have an especially strong claim to 
represent their citizens, the imprint of our voting – i.e., the 
basis of the strength of that claim – is prone to become fainter 
as states delegate authority from agent to agent internation-
ally. As we shall see in the next section, every act of delegation 
contains a possibility of agency slack, triggered either by con-
fl icting interests or asymmetries of information. Second, some 
of those people and communities who are most in need of 
representation live in weak, failing or failed states, whose 
capacity for action is minute and whose claims to representa-
tion are therefore far from credible. Third, this gives non-
governmental agencies and activists a critical role to play in 
global policy debates. They can provide a voice for, and 
advance the interests of, groups and communities who face 
unequal access to the international policy dialogue because of 
the unwillingness or the incapacity of governments to speak 
out for them. Every act of representation is an act of com-
munication and at the international level that means speaking 
in a language the powerful will understand.
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But though non-state representatives can compete with 
states in the domain of communication (even if it is invariably 
on the most powerful states’ terms), the same is not true when 
it comes to those forms of aesthetic representation that we 
discussed in the previous chapter. State representation is driven 
by the tension that exists between the public’s self-image and 
the image that is projected back to them by their politicians. 
But the globally disempowered have no real opportunity to 
express their view of how they are being represented. They 
are more like spectators who have no choice but to support 
whichever team happens to be playing and claiming their 
support. International representation by self-appointed elites, 
however well directed and however well intentioned, lacks the 
‘expressive’ element that makes electoral politics so dynamic. 
The audience have no means of contributing to the success or 
failure of the performance itself.

International organizations

While all this has been going on, states have not been stand-
ing still (as representative institutions par excellence, they 
never stand still). The sovereign status of nation-states is cur-
rently undergoing signifi cant transformation. In a highly 
interdependent world, states can no longer assert their sov-
ereignty simply by acting independently. Instead they must 
fi nd ways of taking part in collective efforts designed to solve 
regional and global problems within the framework of exist-
ing IOs. To this end, states – while remaining the primary 
locus of decision-making authority – delegate some of their 
policy-making authority to IOs which are expected to perform 
various tasks on their collective behalf. In so doing, states – 
acting through their governments – become the principals of 
representative agents. But they also create the possibility for 
new forms of corporate representation whenever a single 
agent acts on their collective behalf.

The delegation of authority from principals to agents is a 
familiar component of modern politics. However, delegation 
to international agents distinguishes itself from any possible 
delegation to domestic agents in at least two important 
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respects. To begin with, most delegations to IOs involve not 
one but two distinct aggregations of collective preferences: 
fi rst, from citizens through their governments; second, from 
governments through IOs. As a result of this, delegation 
chains tend to be longer in the international than in the 
domestic sphere. Such ‘chains’ consist in the multiple stages 
by which the same authority is granted from one actor to 
another. In the simplest case, an originating principal (P1) 
delegates to an agent (A1) who becomes a principal (P2) who 
delegates to a second agent (A2). Delegation chains involving, 
or ending in, IOs usually start with peoples, who are repre-
sented by their governments, who are themselves represented 
by an agent, or multiple agents within the IO, which is in 
turn represented by its head. To add to the potential compli-
cations, the head of the IO may be nominated by a single 
government (as in the case of the World Bank, whose presi-
dent is always the nominee of the United States). Here, we 
have representatives of IOs who may also have their authority 
delegated by individual agents but who nevertheless also rep-
resent the corporate body of which they are the head (see 
fi gure 6.2). The longer the chain, the greater is the potential 
for agency slack. This means that long chains present a 
problem if accountability is the issue: with every new transfer 
of authority, the presence of the originally represented con-
stituency in the fi nal representative’s actions may become 
fainter.

National 
electorates 

National 
governments

Delegated 
representative 

International 
organization

IO head/ 
executive 

Figure 6.2 IO delegation chain



Representation Beyond the Nation-State  169

However, representation is not simply a one-way process 
and in its political forms it cannot be reduced to acts of del-
egation. The appointment of a representative creates the 
possibility of new kinds of accountability to new sorts of 
constituencies that may be created in the act of representation 
itself. As always, the new constituencies will have to compete 
with the old. So it is possible to argue both that: (1) govern-
mental agents must remain as accountable to their domestic 
constituents for their intergovernmental activities as they are 
for their domestic ones; and (2) as members of structures of 
international governance, they must also take into account 
the interests of the other peoples affected by their decisions, 
‘even where these confl ict with their national constituencies’ 
(Slaughter 2004). The diffi culty is knowing what incentive 
they would have to respond to (2), if their re-election depends 
almost exclusively on how (1) is played out in national pol-
itics. At the same time, it is hard to know how they should 
respond to (1) when decision-making in international settings 
is often too remote and inaccessible to admit of easy scrutiny 
by voters at home. Negotiating power is often so unevenly 
distributed in IOs that the less powerful states have hardly 
any say in the fi nal outcome and only those states who are 
themselves global actors get to decide what is in the interest 
of all stakeholders. So the representatives of different princi-
pals will have different sorts of judgements to make. Yet it 
always remains possible that, out of a series of independent 
judgements, a collective judgement will emerge that allows 
for the representation of new international communities.

Thus there is no easy ‘one size fi ts all’ solution for improv-
ing representation within IOs. It is not even clear in many 
cases what improved representation – or increased ‘represen-
tativeness’ – would entail. These organizations vary widely 
in their purposes, structures and powers. This means that 
different IOs require different kinds of representation to meet 
their specifi c purposes. Central banks differ from develop-
ment banks, executive councils from assemblies, and so on. 
Although the purpose of each IO must, at least partly, dictate 
its structure, the structure also generates its own representa-
tive dynamic and shapes the corporate personality of the 
institution over time. In this sense, the most signifi cant factors 
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in the development of representation within any institution 
are likely to be temporal as much as lateral. With these quali-
fi cations in mind we will pass on to a brief discussion of 
representation within three distinct types of international 
organization: the International Courts, the European Union 
and the United Nations.

International Courts

International Courts are usually created by treaties which 
are signed by states. These collectively delegate to the court 
authority to adjudicate certain type of disputes, by taking 
autonomous decisions, without an intervening interstate 
vote or unilateral veto. Delegation to courts has certain speci-
fi cities to it, however. First, their authority is in many cases 
subsidiary and their jurisdiction not compulsory: for 
example, the International Criminal Court will investigate 
and prosecute crimes only if national courts are unwilling 
or unable to do so, not simply because it is the court most 
likely to give the defendant a fair trial. Second, international 
judges are state agents, in that they are appointed by states, 
though they are not state representatives. They are chosen 
precisely to act impartially, and promote collective goods 
(including the rule of international law), even against the 
interests of the states who have collectively delegated author-
ity to them. Third, it is often the case that not all states 
delegate the same amount of authority to International 
Courts. For instance, since only the UN Security Council 
can initiate cases before the International Criminal Court, 
the fi ve permanent members of the Council are the most likely 
sources, but also the least likely targets, of international politi-
cal prosecutions.

Despite the sharp rise in the number of international judi-
cial bodies, and of international judges acting as fi nal arbiters 
on pressing issues – from responsibility for genocide, through 
work discrimination, to pollution and genetic manipulation 
– there is little public awareness of how these judges are 
appointed or the basis upon which their decisions are made. 
The common practice is that the signatory states simply 
select the judges. Over time states have also converged on 
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the idea that the bench should be geographically representa-
tive, bringing together judges from the main regional groups. 
Accordingly, the statutes of the International Court of Justice 
and of the International Criminal Court establish that the 
judges should be representative of ‘the main forms of civiliza-
tion’ and of ‘the principal legal systems of the world’. As 
international legal experts chosen to represent something 
that cannot act for itself – i.e., the world’s ‘main legal systems’ 
– the judges are asked to act as expert trustees and are 
forbidden from seeking or acting on instructions from any 
external source, particularly from within their own states 
(Alter 2006).

As trustees, judges bring their own source of authority to 
the decisions they make, according to their professional 
norms and best judgement. States that appoint international 
judicial trustees are therefore expected to step back. But 
judicial trusteeship will always encounter resistance from 
powerful states, who may seek to place themselves outside 
their jurisdiction (we see this in the growing US resistance to 
ICs). Moreover, the selection of international judicial nomi-
nees remains a highly politicized matter (Steinberg 2004). It 
often refl ects real world power relations, or even party 
loyalties, at the expense of mere technical expertise. But 
although the appointment process is used by states to try to 
ensure that national positions are represented in judicial 
deliberations (Posner and de Figueiredo 2004), this does 
not necessarily mean court bias. First, at the international 
level, judicial decision-making involves more than one judge, 
so national biases can cancel themselves out; they can also 
be subsumed by a sense of corporate solidarity among the 
judges themselves. Second, because international judges are 
trustees, they will value their reputation as defenders of 
the interests of the international community, as well as the 
interests of those who have appointed them. Trusteeship 
can create its own dynamic. The claim that International 
Courts administer justice in the name of the world’s people, 
and act solely in accordance with international law, clearly 
remains open to question but it should not be dismissed out 
of hand. As such, the development of these courts may refl ect 
the dynamic potential of even relatively non-accountable 
forms of representation.
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European Union

Concerns about a crisis of representation in the EU are long-
standing (Hayward 1995). More recently, they have marked 
the debate surrounding the failed attempt to introduce an EU 
constitution and the years of constitutional and institutional 
wrangling leading up to the signing by EU leaders of its 
revised version, the EU Reform Treaty, in December 2007. 
For its critics, the European Union as constituted by this 
treaty, with its abnormally large bureaucracy and only mar-
ginally slimmed down Commission, presents a monstrous 
vision of what a European super-state would look like: cum-
bersome and unaccountable to national electorates. Reviving 
old fears about the creation of autocracy on a continental 
scale, they insist that the European space is simply too big to 
sustain a single representative government without sacrifi cing 
democratic accountability.

When the American Federalists faced a similar concern, 
their answer was that representation could release states from 
the constraints of geography. Gigantic states were not con-
demned to descend into either anarchy or despotism, as Kant 
predicted. Instead, a new system of representative govern-
ment made popular rule possible on a previously unimagin-
ably broad scale. The crux of the matter, in constitution 
making, was not geography but the quality and fl exibility of 
the representative system.

Are we to conclude from this that the EU should follow the 
Madisonian model of a representative federal republic (see 
Siedentop 2001]? In some respects the analogy is clearly 
unwarranted, as it overlooks the fact that Europe comprises 
many well-established nation-states, operating with their own 
systems of checks and balances and drawing on their own 
cultural specifi city and political identity. Nevertheless, the 
North American model was designed to fi t any space and to 
allow governments to represent an entire society, notwith-
standing the fact it was a society broken into many different 
parts, interests and classes of citizens. So if the model of one 
multi-level, federal republic does not suit Europe, the reason 
must lie, at least partly, in the quality of representation on 
offer, rather than in the impossibility of Europe being repre-
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sented in this way. The diffi culty of achieving European-wide 
political representation is a contingent not an absolute fact: 
it means simply that there are better models of representation 
on offer, not that Europe itself is an ‘unrepresentable’ entity.

Nor should we assume that a Madisonian representative 
politics must be as Madison himself envisaged it. Madison 
and the other Founding Fathers were deeply sceptical about 
the role of political parties in holding a representative system 
together; they thought parties were more likely to pull it 
apart. But political parties have been essential in coupling 
together representation and democracy in larger states, par-
ticularly at times of national crisis, not least in the US. Simi-
larly, it is hard to imagine a sustainable European politics in 
the absence of Europe-wide political parties, capable of offer-
ing the European electorate some competing visions of their 
own representation. Only competition of this kind can offer 
a unifying vehicle for the many, often competing, ambitions 
of the various European peoples, including their simultaneous 
desire to have a share in power and to be left alone (Siedentop 
2001). But it is hard to envision how a genuinely European 
politics can emerge from the parties we currently have.

The only direct election of IO representatives with author-
ity to take binding decisions is within the EU. However, elec-
tions to the European Parliament are carried on a national 
basis and fought by national parties with overwhelmingly 
national agendas. When MEPs reach Strasbourg they sit in 
groups that purport to represent shared political beliefs. But 
these groups fall short of European-wide parties, willing to 
compete to represent Europe as a whole. How – one might 
ask – can such parties emerge in the face of the seeming indif-
ference national European electorates display to the idea that 
they are all in this together? Lying behind this question is 
often a sense that Europe can only be represented as a whole 
if there is something whole to represent: a unity of peoples, 
a genuine demos.

However, as Hobbes stressed, we are wrong to assume that 
such unity must exist prior to, and independently of, the 
process of representation. European peoples do not, and will 
not, naturally exist as a unity which is already present to 
itself. This unity will need to be made present to them by 
their representatives. And their representatives will need an 
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incentive to offer them such a vision. In electoral politics, the 
incentive is power: parties must be convinced there is a politi-
cal prize worth fi ghting for, a prize they have some chance of 
winning. At the moment, the prize of power within the elec-
toral structures of the EU is not suffi cient for this. The incen-
tive would be higher if the representatives of the EU had 
something to unify against. Historically, war has played a 
central role in cementing durable political relationships of 
representation, as in the US, where the creation of the repre-
sentative republic coincided with a series of military confl icts, 
fi rst for independence, then for expansion, and fi nally a civil 
war that set two competing visions of political representation 
against each other. For now, the representatives of Europe 
lack a similarly tangible enemy to confront.

This shows the danger of drawing historical analogies. It 
would be absurd to think that what Europe needs for the 
sake of its own representation as a unifi ed whole is a war, 
least of all a civil war. Indeed, if the price of seeking to rep-
resent Europe as a whole were the prospect of civil war, then 
that would seem to be a good reason for avoiding projects of 
European-wide political representation. In the meantime, 
European governments have agreed on an EU Reform Treaty 
that seems to be trying to appropriate the central lesson of 
the Hobbesian model of representation – that centralized 
power can create unity rather than depend on it – but to do 
so by stealth. Yet unlike Hobbes’s Leviathan, Europe as 
currently constituted is a three-headed, not a one-headed, 
monster: each of its three main institutions – Council, Com-
mission and Foreign Policy – has presidential functions 
and a head of its own. Hobbes feared that a beast like this 
would fall apart and the state collapse into anarchy. That 
will not happen to the EU, since the nation-states, each a 
solid Hobbesian creation in its own right, will be there to 
pick up the pieces.

There are perhaps two lessons here. The fi rst is that rep-
resentation is not something that is easy to achieve by stealth 
– it must be, in Hobbes’s terms, ‘legible’, or as later theorists 
might put it, visible. Visibility on its own is not enough either 
but, without any clear projection of what it is that is being 
represented, no representative politics will endure. Second, 
while it is absurd to wish some crisis on the EU that requires 
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it to project a vision of itself as a coherent political order, 
such a crisis is possible in a world that remains dangerous 
and unpredictable. If it comes, the representative bodies of 
the EU will have an incentive to try to produce a compelling 
vision of what it is, and who it is, they are ultimately for.

United Nations

Judging by its Charter, the United Nations (UN) is the only 
all-embracing site for the political representation of peoples 
around the world. Charged with ensuring global peace and 
security, as well as the worldwide enforcement of human 
rights, the United Nations appears to be one of the strongest 
contenders for the representation of the most vital interests 
of a global public. But with its massive dependency on gov-
ernments and their resources, it is clear that the UN as it 
currently operates is primarily a site for the representation of 
nation-states through their appointed delegates.

Does it have to be this way? Could the UN’s principal 
organs, the Security Council and the General Assembly, ever 
be plausible bodies for global political representation? What 
reforms of representative institutions within the UN, if any, 
could help them fulfi l that goal?

To answer these questions, we need to address the vexed 
issue of UN membership: who is and who should be repre-
sented in this institution of global governance? The UN, like 
most IOs, works through a chain of delegation whose most 
important link is between sovereign states and the organs of 
the United Nations. This means that the selection and removal 
of delegates within the main bodies of the UN belongs exclu-
sively to states and their governments. (The UN Charter 
begins with the phrase ‘We the people’, but it is worth remem-
bering that this came in place of the original ‘The high con-
tracting parties [i.e., the states]’.) In addition, besides being 
an organization constituted by states, the UN is also an orga-
nization dominated by the select group of permanent members 
of its executive body: the Security Council.

As a world organization, the United Nations abides by the 
principle of full inclusiveness. This means it is open to all 
states that commit themselves to the letter of the UN Charter 
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and its Declarations, irrespective of whether they accord to 
these principles in practice. Against the background of these 
principles, however, the formal equality of all members exists 
in tension with their varying levels of legitimation which is 
necessarily higher in liberal-democratic countries than in 
their semi-authoritarian and authoritarian counterparts. The 
tension reaches an ironic climax when the representative 
of a country like Libya is elected to the chair of the Human 
Rights Commission.

Cases like this give rise to the claim that the United Nations 
cannot aspire to be a body representing the interests of peoples 
worldwide if a substantial number of its member states are 
largely illiberal and undemocratic. This is because the publics 
at the start of delegation chains in non-democratic countries 
are so narrowly drawn, and their outlets for objection so 
limited, that it makes little or no sense to maintain that the 
votes of their delegates within the UN represent the views or 
the interests of their peoples. So if the fi rst link in the delega-
tion chain is undemocratic, other chains will be necessarily 
corrupted.

This argument opens up two possible ways of thinking 
about what theories of representation at the international 
level should amount to. For some, representation must be 
constructed according to certain normative criteria external 
to it (i.e., in the language of democracy) if it is to be legitimate 
at all. In practice, this means that political representation, 
strictly speaking, depends on democratic institutions (such as 
free elections) in order to be properly grounded. When this 
legitimacy claim is taken into account in considering repre-
sentation within IOs, there are two alternatives: (1) member-
ship within the IO should be restricted to liberal democracies 
(as is currently the case with the EU); (2) membership should 
remain open to all but the state’s voting power within the IO 
will be reduced if it does not have a fully functioning demo-
cratic system at home.

This view contrasts with that of those who think represen-
tation is always in service to some particular purpose or 
function and should simply be assessed by reference to that, 
not least because representation, per se, is not a democratic 
concept at all (Rehfeld 2006). So if effi ciency is the main 
purpose to be pursued by an institution, then the model of 
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representation it must follow will be different than if its 
purpose is democratic legitimacy.

In the case of core UN organs, such as the Security Council 
and the General Assembly, their representative structure must 
be considered in terms of, fi rst, what they are for and, second, 
what type of composition and decision procedures best suit 
their different functions.

As the custodian of the collective security interests of the 
international community, the Security Council was estab-
lished as a body where the representation of diversity could 
be trumped by representation as decision-making. This meant 
that the actors represented in the Security Council were to 
be: (1) few in number and relatively homogeneous; (2) capable 
of supporting UN activities, primarily through their monop-
oly of force. Hence the original Council’s composition trans-
planted the global power structure of 1945: the state actors 
victorious in the war became its permanent members and 
were given a greater say in its decisions. But they were also 
given a veto power which was designed to bind them to any 
decisions taken but which makes the reaching of collective 
decisions much more diffi cult.

This has enormous consequences in terms of delegation of 
authority to and within the UN. Non-members of the Council 
delegate authority to the Council to make binding decisions 
regarding collective security on their behalf. The same happens 
with the ten states that are elected from amongst all states 
represented in the UN as non-permanent members of the 
Security Council (according to quotas based on geographical 
criteria to ensure parity between continents), since the veto-
wielding permanent members can bind them to decisions over 
and above their objections. But the fi ve permanent members 
of the Security Council have only granted authority to the 
Council on condition that they are not bound by it against 
their will. Their power to veto any Council decision means 
that no binding decision can be adopted without their agree-
ment. The delegates of the permanent members represent 
their principals in ways that trump the ability of the Council 
to represent all its members as a whole.

The realities of power relations as they existed in 1945 
have long since been superseded. Yet the composition of the 
Security Council remains unchanged. A change in the power 
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relationships within the Security Council, together with strong 
limitations on veto rights, would be necessary if the Council 
were to become the locus of a more corporate form of rep-
resentation. But an expansion of membership, aiming at both 
the representation of the new global structure of power and 
of greater geographic diversity, would be counterproductive 
if diversity gets in the way of effective decision-making. Pro-
posals for widening representation on the Security Council, 
with up to twenty-four members recruited from amongst 
states, interstate and non-state actors, especially if combined 
with veto powers, tend to ignore a critical fact: inclusion is 
traded off for effi ciency (Kuper 2004).

If representation within the Security Council, with its nec-
essary emphasis on action, must always remain somehow 
‘selective’, could the General Assembly (GA) ever be a plau-
sible body for global representation? Various alternative 
models for improving representation within the GA have 
been advanced in recent years. They tend to have one thing 
in common: they want the GA to better refl ect the diversity 
of the wider international community by increasing its size 
and the internal diversity of its composition.

For some, this implies the establishment of a ‘second 
chamber’ alongside the GA which could work as a parliament 
of world citizens, representing territorial actors other than 
states. This might then gradually be superseded by a ‘global 
parliament’, possibly constituted through direct global elec-
tions on the basis of territorial constituencies (Held 1998). 
Others would prefer it if the GA represented both govern-
ments and their oppositions, with at least one of the delegates 
of each country being directly elected (Archibugi 1998). A 
third group recommends the multiplication of deliberative 
bodies, each guaranteeing the representation of different 
‘constituencies’: diverse individuals chosen from all over the 
world, as well as governments, corporations, local authorities 
and NGOs. The directly elected people’s assembly would be 
the UN’s sovereign body, responsible for making laws, budgets 
and appointments; state governments would provide its exec-
utive power (Galtung 2000). Finally, there are those who 
wish to shape the GA according to the imperatives of func-
tional representation: individuals must have representatives 
who speak for them in accordance with the different social 
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groups to which they belong. Any single individual would 
have multiple different representatives at the global level, 
all of which would combine to produce a more systematic 
responsiveness to the interests and judgements of the global 
public (Kuper 2004).

None of these proposals worries much about gigantism, 
or whether greater inclusiveness will be ineffi cient in assuring 
legitimacy. The baroque institutional architectures they put 
forward are, nonetheless, a potential recipe for paralysis, or 
perhaps for rule by a coalition of illiberal states, substituting 
for the current ‘great powers’, or even for rule by one parlia-
mentary hegemon – a single power or a minority of powerful 
states, capable of offering a way out of paralysis and bringing 
smaller states into compliance. Inclusion does not always 
mean democratization because enhanced representation can 
pull in many different directions. An increase in the number 
of groups who are ‘seen’ in the UN may go along with a 
decrease in the number who are actually heard.

World government

The answer to the question of whether the General Assembly 
can ever be a plausible body for global representation cannot 
simply be decided by whether it is possible to speak for the 
world public in all its internal diversity. For the question 
cannot be considered in the abstract. Representation is always 
competitive in that claims to representation depend on 
whether they can trump competing claims to represent. And 
it is very hard to see how an enlarged world parliamentary 
assembly, granting equal voting powers to self-appointed and 
elected representatives, could win such a contest either with 
national states, regional alliances or networks of interest 
groups.

As it stands, the United Nations is not a world government 
but a forum for the world’s sovereign states to debate issues 
of global importance and determine collective courses of 
action. But the campaign for a world federalist government, 
founded upon a directly elected world parliamentary assem-
bly, is once again gathering pace (Monbiot 2003). Are there 
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any circumstances in which the idea of all humankind united 
under, and represented by, one common political authority 
would be either feasible or desirable?

As Hobbes said, almost anything can be represented (‘there 
are few things that are uncapable of being represented by 
Fiction’) but, as he was also very aware, it all depends on the 
credibility of the fi ction and on the reasons people have for 
believing in it. So although almost anything, and anywhere, 
can be represented, everything and everywhere cannot. A 
world state makes a far-fetched object of representation 
because states need something to contrast themselves with. A 
world community of citizens, even if generating a democrati-
cally elected representative body, would lack any convincing 
picture of itself to represent.

In all probability, global representation would have to 
fall back on the language of human rights. These rights can 
generate international legal procedures and stronger struc-
tures of impartial adjudication between rival sovereign claims. 
Their violation at one place is increasingly capable of being 
felt at all others by a widening mechanism of sympathy driven 
by the spread of information technology. They can even 
produce a negative consensus, founded on a common outrage 
at human rights violations, given cross-culturally recognized 
negative duties of refraining from crimes against humanity 
and wars of aggression. What they cannot provide is that 
thicker sense of identity, or the sort of positive solidarity, 
which political parties think worth constructing and fi ghting 
for.

An idea as abstract as that of a parliament of world citi-
zens, resting on trans-national constituencies of millions of 
individuals and inhabited by representatives representing 
populations loosely bound together by a common outrage at 
human rights violations, faces immediate charges of naivety 
and utopianism. And reasonably so: in what would the demo-
cratic competition for seats in such a world parliament 
consist? Is there room for competition at all within such a 
tame negative consensus? Moreover, as the distance between 
represented and representative widens, accountability becomes 
a pressing problem. The spectre of appallingly low voter 
turnouts, complete lack of voter recognition of their global 
representatives, scanty knowledge of what they propose to 
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do, and why, would be haunting. And yet the concept of 
representation has in the past stretched the limits of political 
imagination. Three major revolutions – in England, America 
and France – were mother to three distinct types of modern 
representative government. So the question remains whether 
there are any circumstances in which global representation 
might be realizable. Do we have enough time and/or the 
imaginative resources to give it the legitimacy it needs, without 
the kind of crises that it would be needed to confront, namely 
a global environmental catastrophe?



Epilogue: Representing 
the Future?

So, can representative politics meet the challenges that the 
world is likely to face in the future? Certainly, one common 
complaint made against the dominant form of representative 
politics in the modern world – politics centred on the state 
and organized around elections, political parties and public 
opinion – concerns its limited time horizons. The structures 
of democratic representation often appear to encourage poli-
ticians to worry about their imminent fate at the polls at the 
expense of longer-term considerations. A criticism of this 
kind lies behind many of the attempts to think about repre-
sentation beyond the nation-state described in the previous 
chapter.

But it is important to recognize that the short-termism of 
electoral politics at the national level is also a part of its 
strength because of its ability to respond to shifts in the public 
mood. Even if politicians cannot be instructed by the public 
to do as the public would like, the public can at least get 
rid of them if they do not like what the politicians do. 
Although this will usually be a retrospective judgement, based 
on the failure of politicians to live up to expectations, it pro-
vides a motivation for politicians to look forward, in order 
to anticipate how the public might react to their behaviour 
in the future (not least, it ought to encourage politicians not 
to make promises they cannot keep) (Manin 1997). This 
process is increasingly supplemented by the detailed ongoing 
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sampling of public opinion, which allows politicians to read 
the public mood in relation to their present or future plans. 
None of this means that anyone is thinking very long term 
and the resulting politics is likely to be more reactive than 
pro-active. But it does mean that within its short time hori-
zons, representative politics is able to look forward as well 
as back.

However, in this book we have argued that representation 
is an open-ended concept that is able to accommodate a 
wide range of different political visions, including long- as 
well as short-term political thinking. Certainly representation 
is a more open-ended concept than democracy, which is inevi-
tably tied to the will of the majority (and this suggests that 
if our current politics is dynamic only within short-term 
horizons, it is because it is a democratic form of representa-
tion, rather than because it is the representative form of 
democracy). The history of representation also offers evi-
dence of its potential as a transformative concept, able to 
provide the vehicle for dramatic, even revolutionary, political 
change. There is no reason to suppose, therefore, that rep-
resentative politics cannot incorporate long-term and wide-
ranging thinking about the problems the world currently 
faces.

But it is also the case that where the concept of representa-
tion has proved its worth as a mechanism for managing sig-
nifi cant change, this has been in circumstances of political 
crisis and most often of war (both civil and international). It 
is at times of crisis that the concept of representation has 
shown its fl exibility as a political tool by providing a concep-
tual means for the reordering of politics, transcending the 
constraints of sectional or local prejudices and reconciling 
the apparently irreconcilable interests and perspectives of the 
inhabitants of a single political space.

But what about dealing with crises before they arise or 
heading them off before they become too serious? We live in 
a world with problems that may well require pre-emptive 
thinking and that threaten not merely political crises but 
potential catastrophe (Rees 2003). These problems include 
global warming, resource depletion (oil, food, water, clean 
air), the threat of terrorism and the possibility of global pan-
demics. Thinking about these issues involves considering the 
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long-term future consequences of our present actions and that 
in turn may require that we give the future a greater presence 
in our present-oriented politics. We have emphasized more 
than once in this book that anything can be represented (even 
though not everything can be represented at the same time). 
So how might it be possible to represent the future?

It is necessary to distinguish between two different kinds 
of answer to this question, one of which can be characterized 
as ‘negative’ and the other as ‘positive’. A negative approach 
to the problem of future representation emphasizes the impor-
tance of making sure that future generations are not unthink-
ingly implicated in the decisions we take. In other words, 
we should not assume that future generations are automati-
cally represented in our decisions, which means that we 
must not build into our own decisions assumptions about 
their enduring quality. The practical implication would be 
that future generations are not bound by our decisions. This 
would make it harder for us to exploit the inability of future 
generations to express their own preferences by burdening 
them with the consequences of our own recklessness. For 
example, it would mean that we could not borrow large 
sums in the present on the assumption that these debts would 
be paid off in the future because it would be open to future 
generations to repudiate our debts. This is in fact what some-
times happens under systems of democratic representation 
where representatives justify repudiation on the grounds that 
those whom they represent now cannot afford the obligations 
incurred by earlier generations (see, for example, the recent 
debt crisis in Argentina). The short time horizons of rep-
resentative politics can work both ways: as well as encourag-
ing present generations to impose burdens on the future, it 
also allows them to refuse the burdens imposed on them 
by the past.

The diffi culty with this negative conception is that it pre-
supposes a break between the present and the future which 
makes it hard to see how the interests of the present and the 
future might be made to join up. In that respect, it looks like 
the enemy of long-term thinking. Moreover, though the aim 
is to ensure that current generations do not take future 
generations for granted, the absence of joined-up thinking 
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may serve to make the burdens of each greater. Take the 
example of public debt. If it is known that the repayment 
of long-term debt is subject to the discretion of future rep-
resentatives, that would simply make it harder to borrow in 
the present (when it comes to debt, the shorter the time hori-
zons, the higher the interest). Equally, the fact that it is pos-
sible to repudiate debt that was contracted by previous 
generations does not make the job of present representatives 
any easier – any act of repudiation also makes it much harder 
(and more expensive) to borrow money in the immediate 
future. So the consequences of earlier recklessness will still 
be felt. Public debt is a good example of an issue where 
stability and security depend on present generations being 
able to bind future generations (see Ferguson 2001). The 
same is almost certainly true of environmental questions 
where we need some confi dence that any decisions we take 
to restrict the depletion of natural resources will hold not 
just for ourselves but for those who are to follow us. Of 
course, that still leaves open the question of whether the dis-
tribution of burdens will be a fair one. If high levels of 
indebtedness in the present are a means of avoiding diffi cult 
decisions about taxation and welfare provision, then the 
burden of these decisions will be transferred to the future 
along with the debts. But what that suggests is that something 
more than a negative conception of future representation is 
required. Instead, we need some positive means of taking 
account of the interests of future generations in the decisions 
we take in the present.

A positive conception of future representation is one that 
seeks to fi nd or appoint representatives of future generations, 
able to speak up and speak out for the interests of those 
who cannot speak for themselves. Inevitably, this will not 
be representation founded on a standard principal–agent 
model, where this is understood to entail the authorization 
or instruction of the representatives by those being rep-
resented. Future generations need representation precisely 
because they cannot instruct anyone to act for them and 
therefore risk being left out of decision-making that may 
vitally affect their interests. So this will invariably entail rep-
resentation on something like a trusteeship model, whereby 
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representatives are appointed to look after the interests of 
those who would otherwise be incapacitated by their inability 
to act for themselves.

As we saw in chapter 3, trusteeship emerged as a legal 
device primarily in order to protect the property and other 
interests of future generations, including the unborn, and 
many legal trusts are still organized on that basis today. But 
as well as overlapping with the trustee model, the political 
representation of future generations is liable to get mixed up 
with tenuous forms of identity politics. When it comes to 
knowing who should speak for the future, we may want to 
turn to people who can somehow identify with what future 
generations would wish us to do. But who is going to have 
this special insight? The young, who might have a more tan-
gible conception of the future, given the greater probability 
that they will have to inhabit it? The old, who have more 
experience of how things can pan out in the long term? 
Or, alternatively, those who have a particular stake in certain 
issues with long-term ramifi cations, such as professional 
ecologists, environmental campaigners or the champions 
of civil liberties? The fact that it might just be plausible to 
make a claim for any of these different groups shows how 
diffi cult it will be to fi nd a form of identity politics here that 
is likely to stick.

In the absence of anyone with a special claim to know how 
future generations might think, a more signifi cant question is 
likely to be how such representatives will be appointed and 
how they are going to compare to – and just as importantly, 
compete with – the representatives of more conventional 
constituencies. One possible answer is to envisage future 
generations as though they were just another constituency, 
to be represented within the political process alongside eve-
ryone else. This could, for example, be achieved by a system 
of proportional representation that set aside a quota of rep-
resentatives specifi cally empowered to speak on behalf of 
the unborn. One possible advantage of such a scheme would 
be that it appears to take the representation of the future 
seriously by refusing to distinguish between the interests 
of those who can and those who cannot actually vote. But 
the obvious disadvantage is that it would do nothing to 
alter the fact that only one set of representatives under 



Epilogue: Representing the Future?  187

such a scheme would be answerable to constituents who can 
actually vote and thereby dissent from what is being done 
on their behalf. Given the integral role that dissent plays in 
any form of political representation, it is hard to see how 
treating future generations as though they were no different 
from any other constituency could avoid marginalizing 
them, since future generations would be the only ones who 
could never actually say ‘no’ to what is being done in their 
name. Representatives who have to stand for election are 
usually more constrained than those who don’t. But the 
fact that they are constrained also makes it much easier 
for them to refuse to back down. In the dynamic of rep-
resentative politics, the present is always likely to win out 
over the future if the future has to compete with the present 
on equal terms.

So the representatives of the future are likely to need some 
kind of special protection under any competitive system of 
government. At this point, one might ask why the unborn 
need the kind of special protection that is not available to 
other groups of people who lack the ability to speak for 
themselves, such as young children (Kavka and Warren 1983). 
Why do children not have their own representatives as well? 
Perhaps the clearest answer is that they already do, in the 
form of all those representatives, and all those voters, who 
have children and take children’s interests into account 
when they decide how to act. As Kavka and Warren put it: 
‘Existing children have this one huge advantage over future 
generations, especially distant generations: we care much 
more about the former. We see Susie and Johnny; we touch 
them  .  .  .  Our imaginations usually fail to conjure up the 
details of future persons, and so we generally fail to identify 
with them and their interests’ (ibid.: 27). The implication of 
this is that future generations, especially somewhat distant 
ones, have a particular need for special representatives because 
the representative system is unlikely to conjure up a convinc-
ing picture of their interests on its own, without some addi-
tional help.

The Israeli parliament is one of the fi rst to have tried to 
implement a scheme that leaves open a specifi ed place for 
the representation of future generations in its decisions, by 
giving future generations a representative with distinctive 
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rights and responsibilities within the legislative process. Many 
other systems of government have branches of the executive 
tasked with long-term thinking (in most cases, these are 
known as offi ces of ‘sustainable development’). What makes 
the Israeli experiment so distinctive is its allocation of a role 
for representation of the future in the drafting of legislation. 
Since 2001 the Knesset has had a Commission for Future 
Generations whose head, a Commissioner appointed by the 
Speaker of the parliament, must be consulted on every piece 
of legislation before it can be passed into law. The comments 
or recommendations of the Commissioner must be included 
as explanatory notes on every bill before its second and third 
readings. In addition, the Commissioner is able to request 
information from any branch of government, and ‘from time 
to time and at his own discretion, prepare reports with rec-
ommendations on issues that have a special interest for future 
generations’ (‘Commission for Future Generations’, 6). The 
areas of interest covered by the Commission include the 
environment, health, natural resources, pensions, demogra-
phy and quality of life.

It is much too early to know how much difference, if any, 
such a Commissioner might make to Israeli politics (indeed, 
until some future generations get an opportunity to judge 
how well their interests have been represented, the success of 
this project will have to remain an open question). But what 
does seem clear is that the holder of this offi ce is likely be 
acting in a primarily reactive role, raising issues in response 
to pieces of legislation that appear to ignore long-term con-
siderations, rather than initiating pieces of legislation that 
prioritize the future over the present. It is true that the Com-
missioner is empowered to convene a public council of scien-
tists, intellectuals, clergy and others to discuss and raise issues 
of long-term signifi cance. But one does not have to be unduly 
sceptical about the political effi cacy of such bodies, nor about 
the sort of functional representation that they embrace, to 
wonder what real impact such a body might have. Any 
form of political representation, as we have emphasized 
throughout this book, must set its claims not simply against 
non-representation but against rival forms of representation, 
offering alternative modes of political expression to the 
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relevant constituency. Giving the future a presence by airing 
various issues is not enough. The future has to have a pres-
ence that can compete with the representation of the present 
itself. This will be hard to achieve in any reasonably competi-
tive system of representative government (and Israeli politics 
is nothing if not competitive).

It might be argued that the problem here is the direct con-
trast between present and future and between the representa-
tion of people who actually exist and the representation of 
people who do not exist but merely might. One way round 
this is to get away from thinking about the future in terms 
of the people who will inhabit it and instead to look towards 
the representation of the entities that link the present to the 
future, such as the environment or even the planet itself. The 
concept of trusteeship certainly allows for the representation 
of such abstractions as the environment, just as it allows 
for the representation of all sorts of impersonal or non-
human entities (ranging from wildlife reserves to endangered 
species). In depersonalizing the interests being represented, 
trusteeship invites claims to speak objectively on their behalf 
by scientifi c spokespersons, such as biologists and ecologists. 
However, these epistemic claims do not rule out contestabil-
ity. More than the particular scientifi c claims as such, what 
remains open to question is which claims are normatively 
relevant to the representation of the environment – those 
concerning the welfare of individuals or those concerning 
the functioning of ecosystems. Although the expectation is 
that in most cases the good of individuals and the good of 
ecosystems will be positively related, they will sometimes 
come apart – as for example when measures to combat 
global warming threaten the economic growth of developing 
countries – and the decision of what to do then lies at the 
centre of politics. Another connected diffi culty with the rep-
resentation of the environment, or the planet, is that the 
represented entity is so general it may be hard to specify what 
its distinctive interests are. This is a different problem from 
the all-inclusive indeterminacy of a global state because at 
least it would be possible to contrast the long-term and 
encompassing interests of the planet with the short-term 
and partial interests of some of those who are despoiling it. 
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To put it bluntly, a trustee whose job it was to speak up for 
the environment in a parliamentary setting would probably 
not have much diffi culty in fi nding other representatives to 
argue against.

The real diffi culty lies with the idea of trusteeship itself. 
Trusteeship depends on two particular conditions if it is 
to operate successfully. First, there needs to be a clear 
understanding of who has the right to appoint trustees and 
this will usually be someone with a particular claim over 
the incapable person or thing to be represented (as with 
parents and their children or the benefactors of charitable 
trusts and their money). Second, those who appoint the trus-
tees then need to be willing to stand back and allow the 
trustees discretion to exercise their own judgement – above 
all, those who authorize trusts need to resist the temptation 
to keep interfering. Both of these conditions are hard to meet 
when it comes to the political representation of the planet. 
The universality of the entity to be represented makes it hard 
for anyone to assert a particular claim over its representation. 
Those who do have particular claims – such as environmental 
organizations and other bodies with an established track 
record of taking the interests of the planet seriously – are not 
themselves universal but particular organizations which 
means they will always be suspected not just of particularity 
but also, crucially, of partiality. Meanwhile, the organizations 
with the real power to appoint trustees – states – are also 
the ones that are least likely to stand back and allow those 
trustees the discretion they need. It is not by chance that 
trusteeship is usually invoked as a political option in the case 
of weak states (see, for example, Hertz 2004). This is pre-
cisely because weak states lack the power to intervene. But 
strong states, which are the ones that will be needed to back 
up the terms of any global trust, are the ones it will be the 
hardest to persuade not to interfere.

In a sense, we are back here with the basic outline, and 
basic diffi culties, of the Hobbesian conception of representa-
tion that we encountered in the fi rst chapter of this book. 
For Hobbes, representation is what makes the state possible 
but the state is also what makes representation possible. 
The concept of representation allows for the representation 
of all sorts of incapable entities – ‘a Bridge, an Hospital, a 
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Church’, as Hobbes says, so why not also a planet? The 
problem is that these fi ctions only survive and endure if 
they have the power of the state to reinforce their representa-
tion and to give protection to their representatives. We are 
therefore still stuck with the diffi culty of getting beyond 
a Hobbesian conception of representation. A global state, 
with the power to tackle global problems in its own right, 
remains a distant and deeply uncertain prospect. But all 
other forms of representation will have to rely for their endur-
ing hold on our politics, and on our imaginations, on the 
power of the state, which remains the defi nitive representative 
institution and is unlikely to give up its power easily, or 
without a struggle.

It may be that some kind of global crisis is around the 
corner which will require the coordination of state activities 
into wider and more powerful representative bodies with 
genuine global reach. But the kinds of crises that might produce 
these outcomes are neither something that anyone should 
wish for nor expect to be able to manage with any confi dence. 
Crises, by defi nition, produce unpredictable results. Nor 
should we assume that if and when the moment comes for 
global political action that the resulting politics will be demo-
cratic. It is true that representation and democracy have 
become inextricably bound together in the politics of the state 
but, as this book has tried to show, that process took time to 
mature and was by no means an inevitable result of the logic 
of representation. The logic of representation allows for a 
wide variety of different political outcomes. Moreover, time 
may be one of the resources we currently lack.

So perhaps there are just two things we can say with con-
fi dence, as we reach the end of this book. First, whatever 
solutions are to be found to the problems the world currently 
faces, they will have to involve representation in some form 
or other since there is no plausible form of politics in the 
modern world that can eschew the concept of representation 
altogether. We cannot do without representation if we are to 
assert our presence, and shape our environment, collectively. 
Second, given the diffi culties (of authorization, accountabil-
ity, identity, legitimacy and presence) involved in representing 
‘the future’ or ‘the planet’ in ways that can compete with the 
representative politics of the state, we cannot rely on some 
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alternative model of representation to come to our rescue. If 
global problems are to have realistic solutions, it will depend 
on the representative politics we are familiar with in the 
present. And that means – judging by how representative 
politics has come to evolve since the time of Hobbes – it will 
depend not on the representation of future generations, or 
the children, or the planet. It will depend on the representa-
tion of us.
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