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    Preface




    THIS BOOK, the first to be published in Australia on political representation, appropriately had its origins in the new Parliament House in Canberra. It is the fruit of the increased collaboration between Australian political science and Australian parliaments, which has brought into being a variety of internship and fellowship schemes. Thanks to such schemes, political scientists are able to engage in first-hand observation of the legislative process and, in this case, the principles and practice of representation. Marian Sawer and Gianni Zappalà were both resident in Parliament House in 1996-97, Marian as Senate Fellow and Gianni as Australian Parliamentary Fellow. These fellowships, and the assistance provided by the Department of the Senate and the Parliamentary Library, made possible the initial research from which this book has grown. Of special importance was the support provided by Harry Evans, Clerk of the Senate, Ann Millar, Head of the Research Section, Department of the Senate, and Dr June Verrier, Head of the Parliamentary Information and Research Service, Department of the Parliamentary Library. We also owe much to the elected members of the parliament who gave their time and co-operation to this project.




    The next stage of the project was hosted by the Political Science Program in the Research School of Social Sciences of the Australian National University. Both the editors took up visiting appointments in the Program in 1998, and benefited from the stimulating environment it offered, in particular the critical insights provided by the Head of the Program, Professor Barry Hindess. The Reshaping Australian Institutions Project of the Research School also provided invaluable support, and the editors are indebted to its Convenors, Professors Geoffrey Brennan and Francis G. Castles, for advice and encouragement.




    The Reshaping Australian Institutions Project, in conjunction with the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia, sponsored a workshop in December 1998 that brought to Canberra all the authors, as well as a number of expert discussants. Authors circulated first drafts of their chapters ten days in advance of the workshop, where the papers were summarised by session chairs rather than being presented. This maximised the time available for formal discussion of papers, followed by open discussion and response by authors.




    We found at the workshop that we needed to stretch the conceptual frameworks available in overseas texts on political representation in order to fit Australian practice. Australian approaches to, for example, the representation of ‘weak voices’ is not replicated in the countries that have given rise to the most influential accounts of representation. The conjuncture at the workshop of practitioners of political representation and distinguished social and political theorists from the Academy was particularly fruitful. The editors would like to thank all of the participants for their valuable contribution to the final product, Mary Hapel for taking charge of the workshop administration, and Nicole Mitchell for acting as scribe for the discussion. Workshop participants other than the authors were: John Braithwaite, Geoffrey Brennan, Helena Catt, Ann Curthoys, Brendan Gleeson, Bob Goodin, Murray Goot, Barry Hindess, Wayne Hooper, James Jupp, Mike Kennedy, Carmen Lawrence, Stuart Macintyre, Christina Ryan, Will Sanders, Adrienne Stone, Barbara Sullivan, John Uhr and John Warhurst.




    We would also like to thank Annegret Ludwig, Jennifer Curtin, and Craig Symes for their assistance and support during the writing and editing of the book, and Sarah Miskin, Beryl Hill and Peter McCarthy for their editorial work.
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    Introduction: Representation in Australian Politics




    Marian Sawer & Gianni Zappalà




    THE IDEA OF REPRESENTATION is central to parliamentary democracy. Without the belief that others can somehow represent them, citizens will withdraw their trust from parliamentary institutions. Some would argue that today this trust is very fragile, with many citizens being attracted to forms of plebiscitary democracy that sideline the role of the representative. Different concepts of representation have shaped Australia’s political evolution and currently there is renewed debate over both principles and practice. Issues being debated include quotas for women, reserved seats for Indigenous Australians and the gap between policy preferences of electors and their parliamentary representatives. Populists argue that mainstream political parties have become captured by elites and do not reflect the views of the electorate.




    Australia has a responsible system of government, deriving from the United Kingdom but complicated by federalism and strong upper houses at both national and subnational levels (the States). As we see in Chapter 3, the High Court of Australia has played an important role in interpreting the meaning of representative government in Australia. Much of this interpretation has flowed from the enshrining in the Constitution of direct popular election for both houses of the Federal Parliament, the Australian Senate being the first upper house in the world to be directly elected in this way.




    As part of its role as a pioneering democracy, Australia has always been prone to electoral experimentation. In Chapter 2 we see how much of our early writing about principles of representation related to either the granting of manhood suffrage in the 1850s or the campaign for proportional representation that gathered pace in the 1870s. Today Australia uses a number of different electoral systems, characteristically using a form of proportional representation (PR) for upper houses and single-member electorates with preferential voting (the alternative vote) for lower houses. Because of the different electoral systems, which express different principles of political representation, there are both Westminster majoritarian elements and consensus elements in our political system. This mix in turn generates extensive public debate over issues such as competing mandates.




    A historic two-party system, made up of the Australian Labor Party on the one hand and a conservative Coalition on the other, has dominated political representation in Australia for most of the century. The major parties still serve as the avenues to political office, although their dominance has been challenged by the emergence of minor parties, Independents and issue movements. As some of the chapters in this book highlight, the major parties not only function as avenues to representation but also constitute barriers to representation. One issue on which there has been much media comment in recent times, for example, concerns the increased distance between Labor Party elites and traditional supporters.




    The Labor Party was created in the 1890s to put working-class men into parliament because middle-class radicals could not be trusted in a crisis. Now there has been a ‘middle classing’ of the party, and it no longer mirrors the characteristics of its most loyal voters—including its ethnic and Indigenous constituencies. The role played by political families in the party, and the inheriting of front-bench seats, has led to gibes that the best way to get ahead in the party is to ‘get born in the back of a Comcar’. This kind of criticism comes not only from the conservative parties and the media but also from inside the Labor Party. Front-bencher Lindsay Tanner has argued that ‘Labor also needs to ensure that the background of its parliamentary representatives does not continue to narrow. The proportion of Labor MPs who have been political professionals of some description or other throughout their working lives is growing steadily’ (Tanner 1999: 200).




    It is not just that Labor’s parliamentary representatives look different from traditional Labor voters, they also seem to think differently. The gap between elite and mass opinion has been an important feature of politics in recent times, especially on the Labor side (McAllister 1992; Jackman 1998). This, together with the narrower background of political elites, has exacerbated the sense of distrust referred to above. There has been increased interest in plebiscitary forms of democracy that bypass the role of the representative. The movement for popularly initiated referenda, which is the most significant expression of this distrust, is explored in the chapter by George Williams. There are various terms for such referenda, but the one used here (community initiated referendum or OR) is that used in the bills introduced into the ACT Assembly, which form the case study in Chapter 4.




    Under whatever name, CIR gives the power to initiate legislation back to the citizens, taking it away from the legislators. Williams finds that the binding of representatives through such means in fact undermines their accountability to the electorate, because they are able to avoid responsibility for policies adopted during their term of office. It also sidelines the deliberative process, and threatens minority and individual rights. In Chapter 3 former Chief Justice, Sir Anthony Mason, looks at how the constitutional framework of representative government has generated such rights, even in the absence of a constitutional bill of rights. This has happened most clearly in relation to freedom of communication about political matters, found to be an indispensable element in representative government.




    Typologies of political representation




    While we can see from the arguments of their proponents that different representative principles have been incorporated in our different electoral systems, there is also an absence of consensus on what a political representative does or should do. In place of any normative consensus, political scientists have offered typologies of representation, usually derived from the familiar distinction between the delegate and the trustee. The delegate is closely bound by those he represents, and may be recalled if he goes beyond or fails to implement his mandate. The figure of the delegate is associated with radical history, and more recently with social movements trying to control their parliamentary representatives and prevent them selling out to the establishment. The trustee, on the other hand, is a man of judgement who will act in the national interest or in the best interests of those he represents, but without their detailed supervision. It was assumed, until quite recently, that the figure of either the delegate or the representative was male.




    Edmund Burke’s Address to the Electors of Bristol is inevitably cited as the classic formulation of the trusteeship model of representation. In 1774 Burke argued that members of parliament owe the electorate their informed judgement rather than the slavish following of local prejudice or majority opinion. This individualist view of representation is often, but not always, associated with the conservative side of politics. Parties that emphasise the importance of civil liberties, like the Australian Democrats, may also boast that ‘when their politicians pack for Canberra, they bring their consciences with them’.




    There are a number of influential American studies of the orientation of representatives towards their roles, which utilise the delegate/trusteeship contrast and which have added a local/national contrast as an analytically distinct dimension (for example, Eulau & Wahlke 1978). So there is now a distinction drawn between representational styles (the question of to whom the representatives feel primarily accountable) and representational focus (whether they concentrate on the local or the national level). In the American context of weak party discipline, these categories can be applied to patterns of voting in Congress or roll-call behaviour. The expressed orientations of legislators can be tested against voting patterns—for example, the extent to which they do or do not vote in conformity with the perceived policy preferences of their electors. One study found that those who regarded themselves as delegates of their constituencies were paradoxically less likely than those who saw themselves as trustees to vote in accordance with their constituents’ wishes (Wahlke et al. 1962). Many legislators see themselves both as trustees and as delegates, so the American literature introduced the category ‘politico’ for those who combine these orientations (for example, Eulau & Wahlke 1978).




    Related to the delegate model of representation is the concept of mandate, today usually thought of as party mandate in countries with strong party systems. Mandates are argued about in terms of whether parties have the obligation, as well as the right, to implement election platforms, and whether minor parties have their own mandate or only the right to police the mandate of the party that has won government. Sometimes the loyalties associated with being a party delegate and bound by a party mandate are summed up as the ‘partisan’ or ‘responsible party’ model of representation. These issues are explored further by Marian Sawer in Chapter 2.




    Studies of the representational roles of members of parliament (MPs) in Australia have remained largely within the mandate/ independence or delegate/trustee mould (for example, Maddox 1996). They have also followed the American precedent in separating out representational focus from representational style. This was true, for example, of Hugh Emy’s pioneering study of the orientations of Federal MPs towards their representative roles (Emy 1974). Emy found the ‘trustee’ model appearing most distinctly among members of the Liberal Party, while the ‘delegate’ model was filled mainly by Labor MPs who saw themselves as ‘party delegates’, or by new MPs keen on consolidating their seats who saw themselves as delegates of their constituencies. The majority of the MPs in Emy’s study fitted the mixed category of ‘politico’, and he concluded with the value judgement that a true parliamentarian needed to strike a balance between these models.




    The predominance of the ‘politico’ among Australian parliamentarians was also found in a later comparative study of State parliamentarians (Halligan et al. 1988). Trustees came next, with those viewing themselves as primarily accountable to their constituencies being the smallest group. Those who spent most time on constituency service were National Party MPs, perhaps not surprisingly considering the expectations in their rural constituencies.




    More recent studies by Studlar and McAllister (1994) have again categorised candidates in terms of a threefold typology: locals, who focused on addressing constituency-based concerns and interests; partisans, who saw their role in party political terms; and legislators, who emphasised the parliamentary and policy role of an elected representative. In a later study the same authors (1996) used the terms ‘imperative mandate’, ‘responsible party’ and ‘free mandate’ to cover the same basic typology of representational roles. The terms might differ but the substance remained the same, limiting perspectives on representational roles to three poles of accountability: geographical constituency, party and conscience.




    Kirsten Robinson, in her 1998 study of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly, again sought to test and analyse parliamentarians’ attitudes towards representation in terms of a threefold typology: ‘In order to extract their primary representational focus, the questionnaire asked members to choose between three representational foci: their constituency, state and party’ (Robinson 1998: 86). She found that party differences persisted in representational culture, with National Party MPs more likely to nominate a constituency focus, Liberals more likely to nominate a ‘state’ focus and Labor Party MPs the only ones who prioritised party. Regardless of party, however, all MPs were most likely to nominate a constituency focus and least likely to nominate party.




    Robinson also sought to elicit representational styles, asking questions about influences on decision-making designed to discover the relative priority of constituency, individual judgement and party factors in decision-making. One surprising result here was that Labor MPs were more likely to take a trusteeship orientation towards their decision-making than Liberal MPs. This was largely an artefact of survey design—Labor MPs emerged more often than Liberals as trustees because they tended to favour individual judgement over electorate views. However, they also prioritised party views over electorate views where there was a conflict. The low rating of individual judgement by Liberal MPs may be more a reflection of current Liberal flirtation with populism and discursive positioning of Labor as elitists than anything else. Robinson’s major finding was the inconsistency between declared emphasis on constituency or individual judgement in representational style and the observed dominance on all MPs of party influence.




    While recent studies of representative roles have become more sophisticated in terms of data measurement, they continue to be based on delegate/trusteeship constructs expressed in terms of the relative influence either of geographical constituency, party or conscience. As Donald Searing has said in his magisterial study of political roles at Westminster, while these roles are those most investigated in the discipline ‘they may not have corresponded to the structure or content of the roles that existed in the minds of the people we were studying’ (1994: 13).




    This continued fixation on delegate/trusteeship constructs has directed attention away from the increased salience of the multiple political identities discussed in this book, as well as from the process issues raised by theories of deliberative democracy. The study of the ways in which parliamentarians actually perform their representational roles inside and outside parliament has been neglected. Very little work has been done on how politicians interact with their various constituencies (not only the geographical) and how they facilitate participation in the political process by sections of the community with little voice in public affairs. Nor has much been done on the extent to which parliamentary processes have been opened up to broader sections of the community through strengthening of committee systems and, for example, by the use of interpreters when taking evidence in factories or in remote areas.




    Beyond typologies




    The dominant typologies of representation largely derive from American political science and from a political system within which political party is less significant than in countries such as Australia. As noted, within the United States questions such as whether representatives see themselves as delegates (of constituencies) or trustees may be compared with voting patterns in Congress. One issue identified in that context is the loose connection between orientation and behaviour; political representatives who identify with the trustee model may behave like constituency delegates. It is suggested that this is because they are a native of the particular area and have therefore internalised some of the outlook of their electors (Converse & Pierce 1986). Representatives may vote the way their constituents want not because they are more inclined to be delegates, but because they are similar to them. This comparison is significant because it reminds us that it may be possible to marry American-derived empirical approaches to the study of political representation with the more recent developments in political philosophy reflected in this book (Goodin 1998).




    These newer approaches, centring on the significance of embodiment, are epitomised in Anne Phillips’s work on the politics of presence, which forms a starting point for this collection. These approaches go beyond the idea of the parliament as the ‘mirror of the nation’s mind’—an idea put forward by John Stuart Mill and subsequent supporters of proportional representation—to suggest that reflection of different forms of embodiment and the life experiences associated with them, particularly experiences of subordination, exclusion and denial, are also important. At least threshold presence of those who are different means that representatives have to ‘speak to’ difference, even if they are unable to ‘speak for’ it. Parliaments will never completely reflect the make-up of society, and nor is that proposed. All mirrors distort, however, and the point should be not to remove all distortions but only those that produce undesirable effects in terms of representation and responsiveness (Hindess 1998).




    Embodiment of ‘difference’ is regarded as significant both by politicians and by constituents, who attach definite expectations to such representation. Swedish research shows the importance of shared social characteristics in influencing both representative behaviour and the expectations of the relevant groups (Esaiasson & Holmberg 1996; Wängnerud 1999). When people look and see people like themselves, they expect greater responsiveness. Perceptions by the major Australian political parties of the significance of embodiment are nicely illustrated in Chapter 8. In the State seat of Bligh (which includes the gay heart of Sydney), both the Labor and Liberal parties have run gay candidates in an attempt to wrest the seat from the prominent Independent who has held it for many years. Similarly both the Labor and Liberal parties have run candidates of Asian origin in the Victorian State seat of Clayton, with its concentration of Vietnamese and Chinese-Australian voters.




    The relevance of embodiment to representation has, however, been a matter of controversy. Political scientists have been inclined to dismiss what they call the mirror or microcosmic view of representation, arguing that it has little relevance to how representation is performed. ‘Standing for’ is not the same as ‘acting for’ we are often reminded, and we cannot assume that those who embody group characteristics will necessarily act in the interests of that group.




    On the other hand, some of these arguments concerning the irrelevance of embodiment can clearly be seen as self-interested. Discrimination research shows that dominant and subordinate groups inhabit different cognitive universes. Dominant groups see equal opportunity and merit-based progression where subordinate groups see patterns of discrimination and bias. The dominant group in society (from which political scientists have usually been drawn) has always tended to suggest that their gender, race or class is irrelevant to how they perform their roles. Those who bear the markers of difference, on the other hand, have been perceived as lacking in objectivity or in other ways unsuited to acting as representatives of the community as a whole. Their identity as a member of a marginalised group results in their views being deemed inherently particularistic.




    The idea that those who represent difference are unable to transcend their identity in order to pursue the common good clearly serves the interest of the status quo. It suggests that to undertake advocacy from the standpoint of a marginalised identity is a disqualification for public service, which can only be undertaken in a disinterested way by the dominants. Those who bear the markers of difference, on the other hand, are more likely to be regarded as lacking in objectivity or in other ways unsuitable as representatives of the community as a whole. These issues are further explored throughout the book.




    The contributors to this book have gone beyond the kind of questionnaires offering respondents choices of threefold categories of representational style or representational focus. They have drawn on a range of methodological approaches to illustrate how representation is thought about and done in Australia. The qualitative approaches drawn on range from semi-structured interviews to ethnographic studies of electorates, from content analysis of Hansard or appointments diaries to participant observation of extra-parliamentary forms of representation. The result reflects the richness and diversity of approaches to representation in Australia and illuminates broader theoretical concerns relating to embodiment, identity politics, discourses of difference and deliberative democracy.




    The second part of the book examines the discourses and practices that frame the representational claims of Indigenous Australians, ethnic minorities and women. Tim Rowse in Chapter 5 examines the debate within the Aboriginal policy community concerning whether representative democracy is culturally appropriate to Indigenous Australians. Some have suggested that traditions of talking through issues until consensus is reached and then binding delegates means that the structures of representative democracy are inappropriate and that distant elected bodies can never have the authority of local organisations. Others have seen this as a more general problem of the ‘scaling up of democracy’ and the consequent social distance between representatives and the represented. Rowse follows through the story of competing ideologies of representation (delegates from community organisations or individuals elected at large) to show how they shaped the creation of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission.




    Gianni Zappalà looks in Chapter 6 at the many-faceted issues concerning representation of ethnic minorities, including the effects of both the ethnicity of the representative and of the constituency. He suggests that both dimensions of ethnicity influence representational behaviour. He also finds many paradoxes. For example, while those seats with the highest proportion of voters from non-English speaking backgrounds are all safe Labor seats, this is a hindrance rather than a help with regard to the preselection of ‘ethnic’ candidates. While ethnic associations have often been created to help strengthen minority cultural identity, they also help to integrate ethnic communities into the broader political system They serve as a conduit to ensure the responsiveness of political representatives (regardless of ethnicity) to the needs of their ethnic constituents. They are also a bridge to broader deliberative structures through the representational role they play in policy consultation.




    In Chapter 7 Marian Sawer considers the inherent ambiguity of calls to increase the ‘parliamentary representation of women’. Equal opportunity arguments have often been conflated with ‘making a difference’ arguments and with symbolic arguments concerning effects on the status of women at large. While presence can be shown to have important effects, Sawer agrees with Phillips that there are dangers in placing too much emphasis on embodiment. It may reduce the pressure on all representatives (not just women) to consider the gender impact of policy, and may divert attention from the need for adequate mechanisms for accountability. Like Zappalà, Sawer looks at what makes representatives more responsive to the needs of subaltern groups. Like him, she finds that separate institution building, both inside and alongside ‘mainstream’ political institutions, can function both to support representatives who take up relevant issues and to hold all representatives accountable.




    Where does representation begin?




    For some groups, such as the poor and the unemployed, that by definition lack physical presence in parliament, there are, nonetheless, ‘mainstream’ electoral strategies such as compulsory voting that can be helpful in keeping governments responsive to their interests. Other sections of the community that lack physical presence in parliament may believe that their claims may best be made through extra-parliamentary or cultural forms of representation. This is particularly true of new social movements where, as Sue Wills reminds us, representation begins with the self-conscious forging of collective identity. The cultural representation of disability, discussed here by Helen Meekosha, had to be revolutionised before people with disabilities could see themselves in terms of political agency and could be seen by others as potential contributors to the political process.




    The last part of the book looks at dilemmas of representation in relation to sexuality, stigmatised groups (intravenous drug users, sex workers), disability and poverty. The strategies of claiming collective voice and achieving political recognition have varied in each of these cases. All have been influenced by the model developed by Australian governments over the last twenty-five years for the representation of ‘weak’ voices in the political system. The difference between institutions of representation in Australia and the United States means, Dennis Altman suggests, that different strategies are available here and may place relatively more emphasis on governance.




    For most purposes, representation begins with the process of community consultation. Methodologies of consultation to ensure participation or representation of all sections of the community in policy development have been relatively well developed in Australia. From the 1960s Australia, like Canada, adopted the practice of publicly funding community advocacy, and in particular peak bodies, to ensure the representation of those who would otherwise be unheard in the policy process. Peak bodies are representative bodies that provide advocacy, representation, coordination, information, research and policy development on behalf of member organisations within a given sector (such as children’s or women’s services, the ageing, people with disabilities). Peak bodies are not themselves service providers, although they may auspice consultations for government or grant applications by member organisations. They are consulted in the process of policy development, and appear to give evidence to parliamentary inquiries and at the committee stage of relevant legislation.




    Consultative processes such as these are at the heart of representative democracy as practised in Australia. Shock is expressed (‘Public treated with contempt’) if legislation is introduced without a properly structured process of consultation with groups who will be affected by it. As one newspaper letter-writer expressed it: ‘If the Members of the ACT Legislative Assembly wanted to change the law on abortion they should have done so after a full and proper public inquiry and inviting submissions from medical experts, women’s organisations, law reform groups and community groups’ (Canberra Times 28 November 1998). In other words, the role of parliamentary representatives in the legislative process must be supplemented by more inclusive forms of deliberation and representation. This is recognised by parliamentarians themselves. In 1998 Michelle O’Byrne, a new member of the House of Representatives, used her First Speech to highlight the role of representative peak bodies, such as those representing old and young people, in communicating community concerns and aspirations to government (CAPD, House of Representatives, 11 November 1998).




    The development of forms of extra-parliamentary representation such as community-based peak bodies has been essential to ensuring any representation for marginalised and stigmatised groups in the policy process. Such groups include the HIV/AIDS community and groups such as sex workers and intravenous drug users, discussed by Dennis Altman in Chapter 9. Sections of the community lacking in direct parliamentary representation may in this way achieve presence and voice in the deliberative process. Indeed, as Altman observes, the funding of such organisations may itself assist in the development of collective identity or ‘imagined community’.




    Other matters relating to representational ‘legitimacy’ of peak bodies include breadth of coverage of the constituency and degree of accountability to it. Government has put increasing pressure on peak bodies to demonstrate ‘representativeness’ as a precondition of funding, and a major review of such funding recommended that ‘organisations should have democratic processes for election of their governing bodies and executives which ensure appropriate matches between the make-up of the membership and representation at board and executive level’ (Standing Committee on Community Affairs 1991: 39).




    It is interesting that representation here means embodiment as well as democratic election and accountability. There is an increased concern relating to the ‘authenticity5 of the representation of peak body constituencies. For example, the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) has a constitutional requirement that at least 25 per cent of its World Executive Committee be under thirty, and national YWCAs have adopted a similar policy. This is but one of many such examples.




    Altman points out in Chapter 9 that the peak AIDS body now has a provision requiring 50 per cent of delegates from State AIDS Councils to be HIV positive. As Helen Meekosha observes, it is only quite recently that people with disabilities have successfully contested the right of others such as service providers to speak for them through ‘their’ sectoral bodies, and this is an ongoing struggle. The National Disability Advisory Council, established in 1996 to advise the federal government, has a requirement that 50 per cent of members be people with disabilities, but on the other hand the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, heavily cut under the Howard government, has lost its disabled staff members. In general the design of deliberative forums and the provision of appropriate assistance so that people with disabilities can represent themselves is a major challenge to the institutional design of representative democracy.




    As John May points out in Chapter 11, the representation of the poor is replete with dilemmas, including the reliance on proxy organisations and funding by the very governments that keep them poor. For gays and lesbians cultural representation may be as important as political representation in promoting equal citizenship, although, as Sue Wills suggests in Chapter 8, policy influence through the bureaucracy may also be a characteristically Australian strategy. Wills raises the issue that, while the experience of being oppressed may produce a distinctive perspective, the decision whether to take the risks of being ‘visible’ is a hard one for non-heterosexual political representatives. This is a subset of the broader issue of the tension between the politics of presence and the politics of absence—or in other words the desire for difference to be present and acknowledged for some purposes, but to be disregarded and judged to be irrelevant for other purposes.




    The fact that extra-parliamentary representative bodies are largely dependent on government funding may result in pressures other than those towards greater democracy in internal structures. For example, feminist collectives have long objected to the requirement for incorporation, entailing a formal constitution with some hierarchical elements, as a condition of public funding. In 1998 the South Australian International Women’s Day collective, for example, objected to the fact that they were not seen as an organisation worthy of funding because they chose not to organise around a hierarchical structure. They did not have the ‘bona fide constitution’ required for incorporation, rather having a ‘feminist agenda’ (posting to Ausfem-Polnet, 31 July 1998).




    It can easily be argued that the poor, for example, suffer in terms of representation because of the political timidity induced by reliance on public funding. In the period since 1996 a number of the less-timid peak bodies have lost their funding from the Federal government, including the Australian Youth Policy and Action Coalition, Australian Pensioners and Superannuants’ Federation, National Shelter and the Association of Non-English Speaking Background Women. Public funding is also subject to the ideological vagaries of the government in power. Populist discourses concerning ‘governing for the mainstream’ and disregarding ‘special interest groups’ may mean the defunding of equality-seeking groups such as the Coalition of Activist Lesbians. All these events demonstrate how readily the more inclusive forms of deliberative democracy can succumb to a hostile government.
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1 Representation Renewed




    Anne Phillips




    

      Simple democracy was society governing itself without the aid of secondary means. By ingrafting representation upon democracy, we arrive at a system of government capable of embracing and confederating all the various interests and every extent of territory and population . . .




      It is on this system that the American government is founded. It is representation ingrafted upon democracy . . . What Athens was in miniature, America will be in magnitude. The one was the wonder of the ancient world; the other is becoming the admiration, the model of the present. It is the easiest of all forms of government to be understood and the most eligible in practice, and excludes at once the ignorance and insecurity of the hereditary mode, and the inconveniences of the simple democracy. (Paine 1995: 232-3)


    




    For citizens made cynical by the distances and distortions of representative institutions, it can be hard to enter into Thomas Paine’s evident satisfaction with the evolution of American democracy. This thorny problem is now happily resolved: a way for all to participate without the inconveniences of direct democracy or the dangers of mob rule. Jean-Jacques Rousseau regarded representation as an alternative to, even a denial of, democracy, but progressive thinkers from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century were more likely to see it as what made democracy possible. It was partly con-considerations of equality that inspired their admiration for this ‘wonder’ of the modern world, for if voting rights were to be extended beyond the propertied classes (by 1789, most American states had extended their franchise to cover 70-90 per cent of adult white men), it would become logistically impossible for all citizens to participate directly in government. More ambiguously, representation was also perceived as a way of reconciling quantity with quality: democracy without too much of the demos.




    In his most cited contribution to The Federalist Papers James Madison (1996) defended the large electorates of a federal republic as likely to throw up more educated and thoughtful representatives. At its simplest, this was because there would be a greater pool of talented men to choose from, but large voting constituencies would also make it harder for ‘unworthy’ candidates who tried to buy their way through bribery and corruption or parochial candidates who could not see beyond ‘local circumstances and lesser interests’. In a representative democracy, the views of the electorate would be passed through the filter of elected representatives, and this filtering process would have the effect of enlarging and refining their views. Instead of electing people ‘just like themselves’ to serve as their political representatives (in Madison’s view, a travesty of representative government), voters would be inclined to support those they perceived as wiser, more educated, more knowledgeable than the rest. The people would have their say, yet the talented would still be elected. What system could promise any more?




    Contemporary critics countered with what (following Hanna Pitkin) we have come to term ‘descriptive’ or ‘mirror’ representation. Anti-federalists made much of the dangers of remote government, and they took this to include not only the remoteness of Federal government from the concerns of constituent states but what they perceived as a growing gap between representatives and the people. Their main objection, of course, was that a strong Federal government would overturn the laws and practices of individual states, but they combined this with an argument about ordinary citizens having no chance of election to a federal assembly. ‘The station will be too elevated for them to aspire to; there will be no part of the people represented, but the rich’ (Storing 1985: 125-6): the resulting assembly would be thoroughly unrepresentative. Hanna Pitkin (1967) suggests we can read into this understanding of representation a distaste for any kind of representation at all—a hankering after the old citizen assemblies—and this analysis does seem to fit the case of the anti-federalists. Though they were sober enough to see that direct democracy was no longer (if ever) a viable alternative, their favoured institutions—state over federal assemblies, greater frequency of elections, even rotation in office—were designed to retain as many characteristics of direct democracy as possible.




    By the end of the eighteenth century this counter-position was soundly defeated and, with one important exception, issues of pictorial accuracy dropped off the agenda. The exception was over the nature of electoral systems, and whether it was desirable to secure a proportional representation of the electorate’s preferences in the composition of the legislative assembly. Writing in 1861, John Stuart Mill expressed no interest in the idea that representatives should be drawn from a variety of occupational or social strata—that they should be ‘representative’ in a social sampling sense. He was, however, deeply concerned that the prevailing electoral system did not promote a fair representation of minority opinions and views. Democracy should secure ‘a representation, in proportion to numbers, of every division of the electoral body: but every minority in the whole nation, consisting of a sufficiently large number to be, on principles of justice, entitled to a representative’ (Mill 1975: 256). Though the reference to minority representation points forward to the concerns that underpin this book, Mill did not anticipate that electors who came from a minority ethnic group, spoke a minority language, or followed a minority religion, would have a proportionate share of representative positions: this was not the kind of ‘division’ of the electoral body he had in mind.




    Mill favoured the electoral reforms proposed by Thomas Hare, which would have allowed individuals to cast their vote for candidates in any locality, and made it possible for geographically dispersed minorities to elect representatives sharing their own point of view. One great advantage of this was that it would raise the intellectual calibre of political representatives. In tones that echoed Madison’s preoccupations, Mill talked of ‘the men of independent thought’, ‘the superior intellects and characters’, those who would -.ave limited appeal to parochially minded local electorates but might win substantial support from discerning individuals nationwide. Mill’s worries about raising intellectual standards were never far from the surface, but he was also making a deeper point about political equity. A representative democracy, he argued, should represent all its citizens, not just the majority. It should make it possible for opinions and interests that are outnumbered still to be heard in the legislative assembly, and should offer minorities the chance of obtaining ‘by weight of character and strength of argument’ (Mill 1975: 273) an influence greater than their numbers alone.




    The minority Mill had in mind was composed of deep and original thinkers standing out against collective mediocrity, but it is not so difficult to extend his argument to apply to members of minority religions or minority cultures or any group whose values and beliefs are at odds with majority norms. The point to note at this stage is that Mill was talking about the proportionate representation of minority opinion and interest. He had nothing to say about—and would almost certainly have opposed—the proportionate representation of people from minority groups. His arguments about proportionality fall into what I have termed a ‘politics of ideas’, revolving, as they do, around how best to secure a fair representation in legislative assemblies of citizens’ opinions and preferences and ideas. Mill does not address those further claims that arise within a ‘politics of presence’: the argument that an assembly cannot be representative of the citizens unless it includes members of minority social groups; and that fair representation implies proportionate representation according to characteristics like ethnicity or gender (A. Phillips 1995).




    As the number of representative democracies multiplied through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the degree of proportionality attached to the electoral system came to be one of the main points of distinction, but with proportionality interpreted almost exclusively in the framework of a politics of ideas. In most cases the principle of ‘one person, one vote’ has translated into constituency-based voting; the boundaries of these areas are periodically redrawn to maintain parity of numbers between constituencies; and voters elect one or more representatives to speak for ‘their’ constituency. Depending on the nature of the electoral system (whether candidates are elected from single-member or multi-member constituencies; whether voters can list candidates in order of preference; whether there is any attempt to compensate parties whose share of the national vote is not sufficiently concentrated to win in local constituencies), the party political composition of the representatives will be more or less proportional to the preferences given in the electorate’s vote.




    The simple plurality system still employed in Britain (though not for the new Scottish Parliament or Welsh Assembly) notoriously generates governments with an overwhelming majority of parliamentary seats on significantly less than half the popular vote; in Germany, representation is made more closely proportional through the additional member system. In some systems minority parties can secure reasonable levels of representation, in others they are systemically under-represented; but while these are important variations, they all run along a single axis. One system may be said to be ‘more’ representative than another, depending on whether it gives proportionate or disproportionate weight to the party political preferences of the voters. None of the current systems is designed to represent us in other dimensions.




    One small qualification to the above is that most systems of political representation allow for an element of area representation—representing the concerns of town or country, of inner city or suburb. Where there is a correlation between where people live and class, ethnic, racial, or linguistic composition, this also allows for some degree of representation by class, ethnicity, race, or language group. This is, in fact, the main avenue through which minority ethnic representation has so far occurred. When a majority of voters in a locality belong to what is nationally an ethnic or racial minority, opportunistic reasons alone will persuade political parties to start fielding ethnic minority candidates for local elections; and as the number of local councillors drawn from minority groups grows, this puts pressure on parties to field minority candidates in regional and national elections. In the case of the United States, this ad hoc tendency was formalised into deliberate elections. Lawyers representing the voting rights of black citizens successfully pursued redistricting decisions to create constituencies in which African or Latino Americans had a voting majority; so far, this has been the one effective way of raising the proportion of African American or Latino representatives.




    A few constitutions provide for the representation of key social groups or interests, but this is almost always restricted to representation in a second chamber. The Irish Senate operates a form of corporatist representation—part elected, part co-opted—which secures additional representation for farmers and university graduates. Some of the proposals currently being debated in the United Kingdom for the reform of the House of Lords would involve the government appointing leading individuals from fields such as business or law: in this case, not so as to ensure that the special interests of their groups have been adequately represented but so as to make a place for ‘superior intellects and characters’ who might not be willing to submit to the rigmarole of standing for election. What is striking about both examples is that they employ a principle of ‘additional’ representation to guarantee a voice for already powerful groups rather than those more marginal. The frequently cited example of the Maori seats in New Zealand is one seeming exception, but even this was introduced as a supposedly short-term measure because so few Maori qualified to vote under what was (in 1867) a property-based male franchise. Though subsequently defended and reconfirmed as a way of preserving Maori culture and representing Maori identity, the separate electoral roll is normally thought relevant only to the situation of indigenous peoples, not as something to be generalised to other marginalised groups.




    The general conclusion is that there has been remarkably little experimentation in modes and patterns of representation, and little serious debate over what ‘fair representation’ means. There has been just enough variation to suggest some of the possibilities that attach to alternative systems, but a rough survey of the democracies that developed after Paine’s celebration of the American model reveals more similarity than difference. There are significant differences between electoral systems, but little sense of how a democracy might renew itself by reforming its representative institutions. One might almost say that right and left have conspired to keep representation off the agenda: the right by following Joseph Schumpeter’s pared-down version of democracy as no more than a mechanism for generating political elites; the left by pursuing a Rousseauesque version of direct democracy that made them unwilling to talk about representation at all. Up until the last fifteen years, neither right nor left has seemed particularly interested in representation.




    From a politics of ideas to a politics of presence




    The subsequent renewal of interest has been most marked among those on the political left: people getting to grips with liberal/representative democracy as probably the only available option, and asking what can be done within this framework to make the democracy more democratic. Two features stand out in this development. The first is the importance attached to representing people along axes previously discounted: gender most notably, but also race and ethnicity, sexuality, and disability. My recollection is that, twenty years ago, only those actively campaigning on issues related to one or other of these groups would even have noticed its extraordinary under-representation in decision-making assemblies: the overwhelming dominance of men, for example, or complete absence of individuals from minority ethnic groups. In the course of the 1960s and 1970s, however, a number of political groups (largely those associated with ‘new social movements’) took up the question of who could legitimately speak and act for whom. Women began to insist on autonomous organisation as women, while black activists began to look askance at anti-racist committees still organised predominantly by whites. New social movements were notoriously unimpressed by state power, but the politics eventually spilt over to the composition of legislative assemblies, and there is now a widely shared conviction that assemblies made up from one social group are ‘unrepresentative’ of the citizen body.




    The clearest political expression of this comes in what has been a world-wide movement to raise the proportion of women in politics; there have also been major initiatives, most notably in the United States, to raise the proportion of representatives who come from minority racial or linguistic groups; and smaller-scale initiatives to secure the election of individuals with disabilities. Some of those earlier ideas about ‘mirror’ representation have then returned to the political agenda, though this time as a way of reflecting identity rather than occupational groups. Underpinning all the recent developments is the notion that no one can better express the distinctive perspectives of a group than someone who is a group member, and that no one else is likely to be a better judge of group interests. Embodiment matters. By their presence in the decision-making chamber, members of a previously marginalised group can better guarantee that their interests and perspectives will be articulated. By their very presence, they also make it more likely that members of dominant groups will recognise and speak to their concerns.




    Some experiences are more detachable than others, and while in some cases there seems no substitute for lived experience, in others it is plausible enough to talk of representation by individuals who are not directly exposed. I find it more plausible, for example, to think of a well-informed agricultural expert as representing the interests of farmers than to think of a well-informed (male) expert on gender as representing the perspectives of women; one of the reasons for this is that ‘the farming interest’ is more transparent and more accessible to those who do not directly share it than ‘the perspectives of women’. This is partly a matter of logic, for perspectives attach to those who are looking from a particular location, and are not available to the same kind of ‘objective’ investigation we might think of applying to interests.




    It is also, I believe, a historical point, reflecting what is still a relatively new process of policy formation. Where there has been a long history of subordination, exclusion, or denial, it is particularly inappropriate to look to individuals without such experience as spokespeople for the group in question: not because such individuals can never be knowledgeable or never be trusted, but because, failing the direct involvement of those with the relevant experiences, the policy process will be inherently paternalistic and the policy outcomes almost certainly skewed. The belated recognition of this has generated a new set of questions about representation, focusing attention on ensuring a rough representation of the range of experiences as well as the range of ideas.




    The second thing that stands out in the recent renewal of interest in representation is the declining confidence in a politics of mandates. This too has been mainly an issue on the political left, where it used to be commonplace to contrast the accountability of the binding mandate to the wayward elitism of politicians claiming the right to make decisions by themselves. Those on the right rarely took the representative element in representative democracy so seriously. But for those on the left, it has seemed self-evident that accountability to party mandates is more democratic than allowing people to strike out on their own: that representatives elected on behalf of a party should regard themselves as bound by the policies of that party; that they have no right to abandon policies to which they happen to be personally opposed. The example often cited in British debates is unilateral nuclear disarmament, which became Labour Party policy through a conference decision, but was immediately disowned by party leaders. The rather different evolution of the concept of mandate in the Australian context, where Westminster majoritarianism has been considerably modified, is discussed in the following chapter.




    If representatives are not to be bound by the policies or manifestos on which they were elected, there seems little point describing what they do as representation. Either there is some notion of party mandates or there is no representation at all. In broad outline, this must be so, for if there were no connection between what politicians promise and what they then do, we would rightly regard them as cynical manipulators not bothering to represent us at all. Representation is the lifeline that keeps citizens linked to their political elites; without this lifeline the democratic system becomes just a Schumpeterian ‘method’ for selecting the individuals with the power to decide.




    But while any system of representative democracy needs this lifeline, citizens do not always want it pulled too tightly. Thus, most people will agree that politicians should seek to implement the programs on which they were elected to office—most get edgy when their governments backtrack on these—but many will simultaneously say they expect their governments to be giving a lead. People do not, on the whole, like government by focus group: they do not want politicians deciding between policies on the basis of which will most raise their approval ratings, nor trailing the worst prejudices of the electorate instead of persuading voters to see things in a broader perspective.




    While many democrats would react unfavourably to Edmund Burke’s famous speech to the electors of Bristol (where he effectively told them he would be a better judge than they of what was in their best interest), the same people may also say they want their representatives to exercise their own powers of judgement, to be prepared to criticise party policy, to deliberate before they decide. One common criticism of the Labour Party in Britain is that party discipline is now so tight that backbench MPs are turned into mere ciphers, deprived of their political independence and expected to toe the party line. Anyone who find this objectionable is saying she expects her political representatives to retain some independence and autonomy. Some part of her is then agreeing with Burke.




    This second development links back to the first, for the more we come to accept—even welcome—a degree of autonomy among our political representatives, the more importance we should attach to whether they are roughly ‘like’ ourselves. A politics based on mandates can more readily dispense with questions about social composition, for if representatives really are bound in advance to implement pre-agreed programmes, it hardly matters whether they are black or white, female or male, come from the ethnic majority or minority. (It should make no difference, if they are there to implement rather than modify policy.) Once we shift from this to the idea that representatives should retain some independence of judge ment—or failing this, just to the notion that they will act autonomously, never mind whether we think they should—the partialities and bias that creep in with differential experience become more pressing. Judgement depends on knowledge, and knowledge is refracted through experience; judgement of political events is going to be powerfully affected by life histories and life experience. If it turns out that those ceded the power to decide come from the same social caste, the skewing of the decision-making body will skew the policy outcomes as well.




    The link this suggests between representing social diversity and making democracy more deliberate is borne out in the contemporary literature. Deliberative democracy has emerged as one of the new faces of participatory democracy: heartily dissatisfied with the intermittent democracy of the ballot box; committed to a ‘strong’ democracy (Barber 1984) of dialogue and engagement and debate; and convinced that political justice is best arrived at through the mutual engagement of diverse perspectives and voices. Deliberative democrats are also critical of the idea that politics is fundamentally about self and group interest, and one might then expect them to oppose any measures that edge towards representing group identity or difference. Some do, but not all.




    There is, in fact, a strong overlap between those developing a deliberative conception of democracy and those writing about the representation of social diversity (for example, Sunstein 1991; J. Tully 1995; Young 1996). In the deliberative conception, the legitimacy of decisions comes to depend less on what representatives said they would argue for at their moment of election (did they keep their promises?) and more on whether the decisions are arrived at out of sufficiently wide-ranging debate (were all relevant perspectives adequately voiced?). If there were hardly any women involved in the discussion, if everyone came from the same ethnic group, if ‘there is no part of the people represented but the rich’, most deliberative democrats would have to distrust the results. The two things then go together. If the social composition of the assembly matters, it must be because we expect our representatives to draw on life experiences and knowledge (not just party manifestos) in the course of their deliberations. And if we want our representatives freed up to engage in more deliberative behaviour, it is going to become more important than ever that the social composition of the deliberators fairly reflects the social composition of the citizen body.




    Two kinds of ‘group representation’




    In the rest of what I say, I will take it as given that the common understanding of representation as a vehicle for representing constituents’ opinions, preferences and ideas is inadequate, and should be supplemented by additional arrangements ensuring the physical presence of members of subordinate groups. Which groups and what arrangements then become central issues, and this is part of what is explored in other chapters in this book. I focus here on a prior question relating to what it means to ‘represent’ a social group. One criticism often levelled at arguments for group representation is that the importance attached to representing ‘group’ concerns or perspectives can exaggerate the role of ascribed characteristics in the formation of political identities, and that this will encourage a sedimentation of group differences that are better understood as fluid and shifting.




    Those who say this may agree that there is a problem with false homogeneities that repress or deny group difference, that present any individual as capable of speaking for and representing any other, or treat it as entirely irrelevant if all representatives turn out to come from the same social group. But if it is important to challenge one kind of false unity, it must be equally important to challenge those pressures that force individuals into a straitjacket of ‘Irishness’ or ‘blackness’ or ‘femaleness’ and repress the many differences between individuals. Many now talk of identities as hybrid, and see this as making a nonsense of simpler notions about ‘black identity’ or ‘Asian identity’ or ‘female identity’. Even apart from these considerations, it is hard to see why defining oneself exclusively through one’s group should be regarded as such a great achievement.




    As applied to particular theorists, much of this criticism is misplaced. Iris Young, for example, is one of the key names that comes to mind defending specific representation for oppressed groups, but Young has explicitly and repeatedly distanced herself from ‘essential’ definitions of what constitutes a group, and employs the Sartrean analogy of a group of people waiting for a bus as a way of talking about the serial- not group-collective that constitutes ‘women’ (I. Young 1997). If, moreover, the criticism is meant to suggest that democracies should simply ignore evidence of group exclusion because the currently proposed remedies could be worse than the disease, this hardly strikes me as an adequate response. There is, none the less, an important issue here.




    Nancy Fraser (1996) makes the point that much of the politics associated with women or racial minorities has been about putting ‘gender’ or ‘race’ out of business—ending the féminisation and racialisation of the economy, eliminating distinctions that place women or black people in the ranks of the overexploited or underpaid, and making it possible for us to exist as people rather than as categories of gender or race. Yet claims for equality of representation or recognition often seem to aim for the opposite effect. They put more emphasis on what makes each group distinct and different, and are less prepared to subsume differences under grand abstractions like citizen or humanity or ‘man’. Fraser points out that this sets up a tension within egalitarian politics, part of which then looks towards the dissolution of our differences while the other seems to want these differences more fully acknowledged.




    In addressing this seeming dilemma it is important to keep in mind the distinction between including/representing/revaluing ‘a group’ and including/representing/revaluing its members. In my view, it is the failure to make this distinction clearly enough that has generated much of the subsequent critique. When subordinate groups can legitimately claim to be under-represented (I leave to one side what counts as a legitimate claim), there seem to be two possible ways of addressing this. The first puts mechanisms in place that will allow for the representation of group interests and concerns, probably by people who are members of that group. The advantage of this is that it makes it possible for group members to establish chains of accountability that will link ‘their’ representatives back to their’ group; the disadvantage is that representatives become spokes-people only for the group and cannot claim a wider franchise.




    The second approach pursues a more equitable distribution of representative positions between members of different social groups: it looks to parity, for example, between women and men, or a greater presence for members of minority ethnic groups. This offers a much looser form of ‘group representation’, providing no obvious mechanism to link representatives to the group whose characteristics they supposedly share, and no guarantee that they will come to see themselves as charged with responsibility for representing that group. It is, however, less likely to lead to a ‘Balkanisation’ of competing and exclusionary groups, and less likely to confine people to specifically ‘group’ affairs.




    The first can be described as a form of corporatist representation. People serve as representatives of their group, are expected to speak on and for group issues, and are held accountable in some way to the members of that group. There are a number of ways in which this might be—or already is—achieved. The link between representatives and group might be established by creating a separate electoral roll for group members who then elect ‘their’ representatives: this is essentially what happens with the Maori seats in New Zealand. More commonly and haphazardly, leading figures from the organisations that campaign on behalf of a group might be co-opted on to some larger body: in these cases, the ‘representatives’ will be expected to speak for and defend the interests of their group, but may be only tenuously accountable. In a more radical scenario (closer to that proposed by Young) a group might be asked to generate its own representatives—through whatever mechanisms it finds most reliable—and these individuals would then have a right of representation on the decision-making body.




    As far as accountability is concerned, all these options look promising, for all provide some mechanism through which members of a group can influence or direct the policies their representatives pursue. All of them, that is, allow for some genuine sense of ‘group representation’ and throw up people whose job it is to reflect group perspectives and promote group interests and concerns. The downside is that the process will mainly engage those we can call ‘core’ members of the group (it does not then capture the sense in which everyone has multiple identities), and it locks group representatives into a narrow reiteration of specifically group interests or concerns. If generalised to all groups—not just those identified as having a history of political exclusion—this would clearly be problematic, for politics would then become little more than a jostling between interest groups. But even assuming some half-plausible basis for restricting group representation to those currently marginalised or oppressed, do we really want representatives to address exclusively ‘group’ interests and priorities, or do we want them to address the full range of concerns? One might, I suppose, respond that all issues are ‘women’s issues’ or ‘black issues’, but this seems rather like playing with words. If we want a system of representation that ever goes beyond interests and priorities, we need something other than corporatism.




    As far as the pros and cons are concerned, the alternative is almost the mirror image: no great risk of inward-looking ‘groupi-ness’, but not much accountability either. The argument here will be that people marked by particular group characteristics are seriously under-represented in politics (note that it is not so much ‘the group’ that is under-represented as those bearing certain group characteristics), and that ‘fair representation’ depends on electing more representatives who share the markers and experiences of these groups. Instead of the dedicated representation (by individuals dedicated to this task alone) or group interests and concerns, this would look to a more equitable distribution of representative positions between members of different social groups. It is this, rather than ‘group representation’ that is proposed in most of the current initiatives towards raising the proportion of female or minority representatives: not a corporatist system of group representation that requires representatives to refer back to and speak for their group, but a more equitable distribution of representative positions between different social groups that brings a wider range of perspectives into play.




    In this scenario there is no way of guaranteeing that representatives will speak for the needs or concerns of ‘their’ group. If they are not elected by or linked in any formal way to the group, there is no obvious way of ensuring that Maori will speak for the needs or concerns of Maori, women for the needs or concerns of women, or African Americans for the needs and concerns of African Americans. Whatever links individuals may happen to feel with their identity group, whatever responsibilities they may choose to assume for raising group priorities and concerns, there is no explicit chain of command requiring them to do so. On the contrary, since most will have been elected as representatives of a particular party, they may feel too constrained by existing party policy to exert much pressure on behalf of what they see as ‘their’ group. They may want to speak up for different policies, but feel they have no mandate to do so. Or they may actively resist association with what others persist in describing as ‘their’ group, feeling (as many women politicians have through the last century) that this association will only confirm their marginality. The downside, then, is that people might come to be elected because of certain group characteristics like sex, ethnicity or race without this having much noticeable impact on the kinds of policies they decide to pursue. More individuals from the social group might become representatives, and nothing else might change.




    This second option is thus looser, less predictable, and less accountable, but it is also less likely to lock representatives into narrowly bounded political identities. It does not treat people as if they are exclusively defined by group characteristics assigned to them or learnt, and it does not expect individuals to view everything from a narrowly ‘group’ point of view. The sense in which it is still about group representation is that it continues to recognise the crucial effects of group experience on political identities and aspirations, and insists on the importance of including people with different group experiences at the point where decisions are made. As a case for specific representation of the group, this would be vulnerable to criticism for exaggerating the power of ascribed characteristics or intensifying divisions between different groups. Understood as a case for raising the representation of group members, it is only vulnerable to criticism from those who think difference should not matter at all.




    In past work I have dwelt mainly on this second option, and this reflects a preference for ways of dealing with under-representation that are not too ‘groupy’ in nature. It does, however, leave some difficult questions about accountability and what difference the proposed changes would bring. It is also easier to present as an appropriate way of dealing with under-representation when the focus is on numerically large groups. In the case of women, parity would mean roughly half of all representative positions. Even if a significant number of the new women representatives refused to regard themselves as carrying any additional responsibility to women voters, it is hard to imagine a change of such magnitude not having a significant effect on the political agenda. Similar points would apply to African Americans (more than 12 per cent of the American population at the beginning of the 1990s), or to any group that made up more than 10 per cent of the citizen body. But many groups currently denied significant representation in political assemblies fall below this percentage, and even if represented proportionately to their population, might still fall below a necessary ‘threshold’ for making their voices heard. It is at this point, perhaps, that measures to ensure fairer representation outside the parliamentary arena—for example, through more genuinely inclusive processes of community consultation—become particularly pressing.




    Any move beyond the (still vitally important) politics of party political representation opens up vexed questions about how democracies can promote a fairer representation of currently marginalised groups without generating perverse effects; and neither of the two options discussed in the last section provides all the answers. Debate is at too early a stage to allow for many definite conclusions, but there are a couple of things that can be said with reasonable confidence. The first is that the renewal of representative democracies depends on addressing the persistent under-representation of marginalised groups and the closure of political alternatives too long associated with this. The second is that there are different kinds of difference, and that the mechanisms appropriate to the fair representation of one group are unlikely to prove so appropriate to another. This is a case where a plurality of approaches is essential. Translating general theses into useful policy is rarely easy, but if we are ever to share Thomas Paine’s delight in the institutions of representative democracy, it will be because we have successfully transformed those institutions and made them more genuinely inclusive.
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