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Preface 

GEP - the Research Programme on GENDER EMPOWERMENT AND POLITICS is proud to 

publish Anne Phillips' paper: Democracy and the Representation of Difference. The paper was 

first presented as a lecture at Aalborg University, September 16, 1999 on the occasion of the 

University's 25th anniversary. On this day Aalborg University offered Anne Phillips an Honorary 

Doctorate on behalf of the Social Science Faculty. After the acceptance lecture Anne Phillips 

discussed The Politics of Presence: Problems and Developments in a research seminar organised 

by FREIA, Feminist Research Centre in Aalborg and DEMOS, Research Group on Democracy 

at Aalborg University. 

Anne Phillips has since 1990 been employed as a professor in Politics at the Department 

of Politics and Modem History, London Guildhall University, and from October 1,1999, she 

became Professor at the Gender Institute at the London School of Economics and Political 

Science. She has during the 1990s made an important contribution to the development of new 

theories, paradigms and concepts in the political science, especially in the areas of normative 

political theory, feminist theory and to the theory of multiculturalism. The titles of the most 

important books are, Engendering Democracy (Polity Press , 1992), Democracy and Difference 

(Polity Press, 1993), and The Politics of Presence (Oxford Political Theory, 1995). Her latest 

book is Which Equalities Matter (Polity Press, 1999). 

The theory about the importance of the 'politics of presence' gives an original and well

argued contribution to theories of representation and to political attempts to strengthen women 's 

active participation in all aspects of political life. In the Nordic countries there has been a special 

interest in the theory and implications of women's increased political representation, which was , 
partly inspired by the quotas for women introduced by many political parties in the Nordic 

countries during the 1990s. 

Birte Siim 
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'Simple democracy was society governing itself without the aid of secondary means. By 

ingrafting representation onto democracy, we arrive at a system of government capable of 

embracing and confederating aU the various interests and every extent of industry 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) 

Writing at the end of the eighteenth century, Thomas Paine captures the high hopes then 

attached to the development of representative democracy, and the optimism of his analysis strikes 

a decisively new note. Some decades earlier, Jean-Jacques Rousseau had treated representation 

as the antithesis of democracy, but progressive thinkers from the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century were more likely to see it as what made democracy finally possible. It was 

partly considerations of equality that inspired admiration for this 'wonder' of the modem 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% of adult white men), it would become 

logistically impossible - too inconvenient, to use Paine's term - for all citizens to participate 

directly in government. More ambiguously, representation was also being perceived as a way of 

reconciling quantity with quality: a way of having democracy without too much of the demos. 

In his most cited contribution to The Federalist Papers, James Madison defended the large 

I A version of this essay will be published under the title 'Representation Renewed' in a collection edited by 
Marian Sawer and Gianni Zappala Representation: Theory and Practice in Australian Politics. 
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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 

(and he did mean 'men') to choose from. It was also because large voting constituencies would 

make it harder for 'unworthy' candidates who tried to buy their way through bribery and 

corruption or for parochial candidates who could not see beyond 'local circumstances and lesser 

interests'. (Madison et al, 1987: 127) In a representative democracy, the views of the electorate 

would pass 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. A perfect compromise. 

Some critics from the time countered with what (following Hanna Pitkin) we have come 

to tenn 'descriptive' or 'mirror' representation. Anti-federalists in America 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 also argued that 

ordinary citizens would have no chance of election to a federal assembly. 'CT) he 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. 

By the end of the eighteenth century, this counter-position had been pretty soundly 

defeated and issues of pictorial accuracy had dropped off the agenda. The one exception to this 

related to 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: not two great 

parties alone, with perhaps a few sectional minorities in particular places, 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 my own concerns about the representation of difference, 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. 




















































