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Rethinking Representation
JANE MANSBRIDGE Harvard University

Along with the traditional “promissory” form of representation, empirical political scientists have
recently analyzed several new forms, called here “anticipatory,” “gyroscopic,” and “surrogate”
representation. None of these more recently recognized forms meets the criteria for democratic

accountability developed for promissory representation, yet each generates a set of normative criteria
by which it can be judged. These criteria are systemic, in contrast to the dyadic criteria appropriate for
promissory representation. They are deliberative rather than aggregative. They are plural rather than
singular.

Over the past two decades empirical political
scientists have developed increasingly sophisti-
cated descriptions of how American legislators

relate to their constituents. Yet although the empirical
work has often been motivated by normative convic-
tions that one way of relating is better than another,
the normative theory of what constitutes “good” rep-
resentation has not kept pace with current empirical
findings. This paper seeks to narrow the gap.

The traditional model of representation focused on
the idea that during campaigns representatives made
promises to constituents, which they then kept or failed
to keep. I call this promissory representation. In addi-
tion, empirical work in the last 20 years has identified
at least three other forms of representation, which I
call “anticipatory,” “gyroscopic,” and “surrogate” rep-
resentation. Anticipatory representation flows directly
from the idea of retrospective voting: Representatives
focus on what they think their constituents will approve
at the next election, not on what they promised to do
at the last election. In gyroscopic representation, the
representative looks within, as a basis for action, to
conceptions of interest, “common sense,” and princi-
ples derived in part from the representative’s own back-
ground. Surrogate representation occurs when legisla-
tors represent constituents outside their own districts.

These are all legitimate forms of representation.
None, however, meets the criteria for democratic ac-
countability developed for promissory representation.
I argue that the appropriate normative criteria for judg-
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ing these more recently identified forms of represen-
tation are systemic, in contrast to the dyadic criteria
appropriate for promissory representation. The crite-
ria are almost all deliberative rather than aggregative.
And, in keeping with the conclusion that there is more
than one way to be represented legitimately in a democ-
racy, the criteria are plural rather than singular.

The forms of representation identified here do not
map well onto the traditional dichotomy of “mandate”
and “trustee.” Both mandate and trustee forms can
appear as versions of promissory representation (or,
alternatively, the trustee concept can figure as a subset
of gyroscopic representation), but the new concepts of
representation implied by recent empirical work do not
have an obvious relation to the earlier dichotomy.

In practice, representative behavior will often mix
several of these forms. One cannot always tell by look-
ing at a specific behavior what dynamics lie behind it.
Yet analyzing each form separately makes it possible
to identify the underlying power relation in each form,
the role of deliberation in each, and the normative cri-
teria appropriate to each. These normative criteria are
goals toward which to strive (“regulative ideals”), not
standards that can be fully met. Conceiving of demo-
cratic legitimacy as a spectrum and not a dichotomy,
one might say that the closer a system of representation
comes to meeting the normative criteria for democratic
aggregation and deliberation, the more that system is
normatively legitimate.

Addressing the norms appropriate to a system of
representation assumes that representation is, and is
normatively intended to be, something more than a de-
fective substitute for direct democracy.1 Constituents
choose representatives not only to think more care-
fully than they about ends and means but also to nego-
tiate more perceptively and fight more skillfully than
constituents have either the time or the inclination to
do. The difference between representation and direct
democracy creates a need for norms designed partic-
ularly for democratic representation. Yet democratic
representation comes in different forms, with norms
appropriate to each.

1 Although deliberative forms of direct democracy can be effective
methods of democratic governance in many circumstances, represen-
tative forms of democracy have their own uses, functioning not just
as “transmission belts” for constituent opinion (Schwartz 1988; see
also Achen 1978, 476, Hibbings and Theiss-Morse 2002, Manin 1997,
and Pitkin [1967] 1972).
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