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Preface

Is President George W. Bush a good or a bad representative? How about
Russian President Vladimir Putin? Who is a better representative accord-
ing to democratic standards: former Representative Tom DeLay or Senator
Hillary Clinton? Contemporary political theorists do little, if anything, to
help us answer such questions. Indeed, some treat citizens’ preferences
for representatives as sacrosanct, something that political theory should
remain silent about.

However, as more and more nation states become democratic (at least
in the sense that they hold elections), evaluating states simply by their
institutional design is not enough to determine how democratic those
states are. The actions of representatives need also to be evaluated. Polit-
ical representatives matter. They matter a great deal. After all, political
representatives can undermine democratic institutions by, for example,
writing discrimination into constitutions. If democratic institutions are
to survive, representatives need to resist the pull of extremism, and fight
for the legitimacy of those institutions. And democratic citizens need to
appreciate representatives who undertake such battles. Otherwise, repres-
entatives can and will give democracy a bad name.

In fact, what motivated me to write this book was my realization that
democratic citizens can make very bad choices in selecting their repres-
entatives. When they choose their representatives simply by their looks,
or by whom they would like to have a beer with, citizens put democratic
institutions at risk. They should not ignore the impact that a representat-
ive is apt to have on those democratic institutions. And political theorists
need to speak up about this risk.

We need to identify democratic standards for selecting representatives
because the legitimacy of a polity’s democratic institutions depends on the



Preface ix

representatives and citizens who make up that polity. Everyone realizes that
democratic institutions do not live up to their ideals. In fact, no democratic
institution has ever lived up to democratic ideals. However, the ability of
democratic institutions to approximate their ideals depends, in no small
part, on who represents democratic citizens and how they represent them.
Representatives and citizens alike need to know what it means to represent
in a democratic fashion. And they need to be equipped with standards
that help them differentiate the good representatives from the bad.

This book tries to do just that. It offers three distinctly democratic
standards that democratic citizens should use in selecting their rep-
resentatives. I do not expect everyone to agree with my standards. The
goal of this book is not to settle all disagreements about who are good
representatives. Rather, I will count the book a success if it starts a public
dialogue about what democratic citizens should look for in a representat-
ive. My book argues that democratic citizens need to do more than apply
existing standards of “moral character.” They need to evaluate repres-
entatives by their ability to settle political conflicts fairly and justly. And
this requires attending to three virtues of democratic representation: good
representatives are fair-minded; good representatives develop critical trust;
and good representatives are good gatekeepers.

When I say “good representatives,” I mean good democratic represent-
atives. I recognize that citizens choose representatives who they consider
good for a wide variety of reasons: Some representatives are regarded
as good because they make people rich. Other representatives are seen as
good because they condemn sin when they see it. Some representatives
are judged good because they are progressive. My understanding of the
good representative differs. A good representative, in my sense, excels at
representing in a democratic fashion. The three virtues of democratic rep-
resentation specify what it means to be a good democratic representative.
They serve as standards that citizens can use to identify those represent-
atives who will allow democratic institutions to approximate their ideals.

The Good Representative will also be controversial because it argues that
good democratic representation might not always be desirable. Of course,
democratic representation offers a lot of potential benefits for democratic
citizens. But democratic representation — even good democratic representa-
tion — suffers from certain problems. It takes time. It is inefficient. It can
require sacrifices on the part of citizens. Sometimes, it is easier to let other
people rule us than it is to monitor our representatives. What is more,
democratic representation can be dangerous. Bad representatives can use
democratic institutions as tools of domination. Democratic citizens need
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to choose their representatives with an eye on these problems. Under
certain circumstances, it is not desirable to be represented in a democratic
fashion. How much democratic representation is desirable will depend on
the capacities of citizens and their representatives to sacrifice for the sake
of their democratic institutions.

The three virtues that distinguish the good representatives from the bad
make up the heart of this book. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 articulate these virtues,
and explain how they serve as standards that citizens can use in evaluating
their representatives. Those who want to cut to the chase, so to speak, may
want to begin with Chapter 1 and then skip Chapters 2 and 3, to get to the
detailed discussion of the three virtues. Chapter 2 deals with the relation-
ship between descriptive representatives and democratic representatives.
It suggests that the experiences of those who have been deeply betrayed by
democratic institutions can teach us why it matters who represents us. The
past experiences of certain groups show that all democratic citizens need
to remain suspicious of their representatives. Chapter 3 is for the more
philosophically minded. It provides a justification for my understanding of
democratic representation and for my ethics of democratic representation.
In particular, it shows that existing standards cannot explain why Tom
Delay is a bad democratic representative.

Chapter 7 considers whether the virtues of democratic representation
are naive — too idealistic for real-world politics. In particular, I argue that
these democratic ideals are not a coherent bundle — sometimes, we need
to choose among the virtues. Such choices are hard, but we need to attend
to them — and not rest content with pointing fingers at the failings of our
representatives. It is also important that democratic citizens have good
enough choices. Not only do democratic citizens need to appreciate demo-
cratic representatives who are good enough; when a democratic system
gives them uninspiring and anti-democratic choices, they need to demand
alternatives. The rhetoric of politicians is not enough to make them demo-
cratic. I will argue that to represent in a democratic fashion, they need
to advocate in a way that fosters the legitimacy of democratic institutions.
And to be good democratic representatives, they need to do even more.

Suzanne Dovi
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Chapter 1

Who is a Good
Representative?

Most everyone writing on democracy today agrees that democratic institu-
tions must be representative in order for democracy to work. The size of
nation states and the complexity of public policy issues rule out direct
democracy. Democratic practices require representation. Or as David Plotke
(1997) succinctly put it, “representation is democracy.”

Despite this general agreement about the importance of representation
for democratic practices, there is relatively little discussion of what it means
to represent in a democratic fashion. There is an extensive literature evaluat-
ing democratic institutions.! And there is an extensive literature that discusses
the proper behavior of representatives.” But theorists writing on representa-
tion have not focused on representing in a democratic fashion. As a result,
theorists have overlooked the possibility that there are substantive and dis-
tinctively democratic standards for distinguishing good representatives from
bad ones. The aim of this book is to offer just such standards, standards that
democratic citizens ought to employ in evaluating their representatives.

Now, not everyone will agree that we need substantive democratic stand-
ards for evaluating representatives. After all, some theorists maintain that
a good representative is simply one who advances the policy preferences
of her constituents (provided that those policy preferences are lawful).
Good representatives are good lackeys (the theoretical literature calls such
representatives “delegates”). In fact, most contemporary empirical research
on representation assumes that democratic representation occurs when a
representative’s actions reflect and respond to constituents’ expressed policy
preferences. According to this way of thinking, there is nothing more to
representing in a democratic fashion than responsiveness to democratic
citizens’ policy preferences.
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Others will reject the project of articulating a single set of distinctively
democratic standards. For instance, Hanna Pitkin (1967) maintains that the
concept of representation is paradoxical, and that as a consequence repres-
entatives are subject to multiple and conflicting standards of evaluation.
Following Pitkin, many contemporary political theorists simply celebrate
the diversity of standards that democratic citizens use in evaluating their
representatives. That diversity is itself understood as a characteristic of
democratic institutions (e.g., Mansbridge, 2002; Sabl, 2002, 2005). For this
reason, political theorists often refrain from characterizing any particular
choice of representatives as undemocratic. So long as other citizens have the
opportunity to oppose that choice and/or citizens are presented with altern-
ative candidates, democratic practices are sufficiently safeguarded. Those
who, in this way, equate a commitment to democracy with a commitment
to pluralism tend to hold that all criteria for identifying good representatives
are contingent, varying with the particular opinions, interests, and per-
spectives of different democratic citizens. And they defend this position
on the grounds that it is minimalist and inclusive. It is minimalist because
it does not assume that any particular ethical outlook underlies a theory
of good democratic representation. It is inclusive because it is consistent
with all citizens’ evaluations of their representatives.

However, on my view, democratic standards for evaluating represent-
atives are more constraining. For such standards derive from an ethical
outlook that privileges the legitimacy of democratic institutions. Con-
sequently, these standards for evaluating representatives place substantive
constraints on what good representatives can and should do. I call polit-
ical representatives’ within a democratic polity who meet these standards
“good democratic representatives.” Such political representatives excel at
representing in a democratic fashion. More specifically, good democratic
representatives are those political representatives whose advocacy work
maintains and advances the legitimacy of democratic institutions.” Such
political representatives may be formal political actors, such as presidents,’
senators, or other elected officials. But they may also be informal political
actors, such as lobbyists or leaders of social movements. What matters is
not a political actor’s official title or her specific political office, but what
she does.”

In particular, a representative acts as a good democratic representat-
ive only if her advocacy work fosters the norms and values distinctive of
democratic institutions. These norms and values are crucial to the well-
functioning of democratic institutions — that is, to their facilitating peaceful



Who is a Good Representative? 3

and just resolutions of political conflicts. Good democratic representatives,
then, advance public policies on behalf of democratic citizens in ways that
facilitate peaceful and just resolutions of political conflicts. The degree
to which democratic institutions, through the agency of good democratic
representatives, realize the norms and values distinctive of democratic
institutions is the degree to which those institutions are fully democratic.’
Three such norms and values are central to the purposes of this project:
civic equality, self-governance, and inclusion.’

Other political values, such as liberty, toleration, the rule of law, or even
piety, might coexist with democratic institutions, but they are not distinct-
ive of democratic institutions. Consider, for example, that a benevolent
dictator could support the norms and values of toleration and liberty, such
as the freedom of religion, or the rule of law. A monarchy could promote
a theocratic rule.

For a norm or value to be distinctive of democratic institutions, it must
provide some guidelines for structuring formal political institutions as
democratic institutions. It follows that these norms and values, including
those of civic equality, self-governance, and inclusion, can only be fully
realized in democratic institutions.

Of course, democratic governments do not always support or respect
the norms and values of civic equality, self-governance, and inclusion.
One only needs to survey the ways in which democratic governments
have historically excluded or even enslaved certain groups to realize that
democratic governments can violate these norms and values. However, we
criticize such governments as democratic governments for failing to live up
to these norms and values — a point that confirms that these norms and
values are distinctive of democratic institutions.

So good democratic representatives are those who respect the norms and
values distinctive of democratic political institutions. But this still leaves
obscure the answer to the neglected question, “How should democratic
citizens evaluate their representatives, as democratic representatives?”

Put simply, democratic citizens should evaluate their representatives
by the way in which they advocate — that is, by how they advance public
policies on behalf of democratic citizens. Democratic representatives rep-
resent democratically only when, in advancing public policies on behalf of
their constituents, they aim to foster the legitimacy of democratic institu-
tions, to promote citizens’ participation, and to increase their identification
with democratic institutions. Those who represent in a democratic fashion
honor these constraints on their advocacy work.
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Articulation of these constraints on democratic representation provides
guidelines for determining when individual representatives are no longer
representing in a democratic fashion. These constraints, then, draw a line
that good democratic representatives do not cross. Moreover, correspond-
ing to each of these constraints is a way of excelling at representing in a
democratic fashion, a way in which representatives can, in advocating on
behalf of their constituents, respect and foster these distinctively democratic
norms and values. I will call these forms of political excellence the “virtues
of democratic representation” or, simply, “the virtues.” Each virtue provides
a general criterion that democratic citizens ought to use in choosing their
representatives. Together, these virtues provide a normative framework
within which representatives should be evaluated.

That said, evaluations of democratic representatives cannot and should
not be formulaic. Judgment plays an ineliminable role in the application
of any criteria of good representation to particular democratic representat-
ives. For example, it requires judgment to determine whether a particular
president is, in meeting with the Black Congressional Caucus, reaching out
to African-Americans and increasing their inclusion in the political pro-
cess. After all, such a meeting could be just another “photo op.” Moreover,
judgment must, in any such application, be sensitive to an array of par-
ticular considerations that cannot possibly be codified, or captured in a
formula. For this reason, any adequate ethics of democratic representation
must permit a variety of opinions about who are good democratic repres-
entatives. At the same time, it should provide a general framework through
which public debates about who are good democratic representatives can
be properly conducted.

It is important to acknowledge the difficulties that the virtues of
democratic representation may pose, ones that may complicate the task of
distinguishing good democratic representatives from bad ones. Indeed,
the difficulties posed by the virtues may be fundamental. As we shall see,
the three virtues of democratic representation that I distinguish can be in
tension with one another. Some democratic representatives, despite their
best efforts and intentions, will face situations in which they can fulfill the
demands of one virtue only at the cost of failing to fulfill those of another.
Furthermore, there are circumstances under which pursuit of a virtue
of democratic representation may pose a cost — which can potentially be
prohibitive — to a polity. If democratic institutions are to resolve conflicts
fairly and peacefully, a balanced approach to the virtues of democratic
representation, one that attends to the problems they pose, as well as to
the benefits they provide, is crucial.
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Indeed, I hold that the purpose of democratic institutions simply is
to resolve conflicts within a pluralist society fairly and peacefully. And
the legitimacy of democratic institutions relies both on adjudicating these
conflicts properly and on democratic citizens recognizing the fairness
of these resolutions. So, to the extent that good democratic representation
is crucial for the proper operation of democratic institutions, it is also
crucial to the legitimacy of those institutions. The virtues serve as con-
straints on representatives that help to insure the fairness and legitimacy
of democratic institutions.

Further, the stability and sometimes the survival of democratic institu-
tions depend on citizens seeing that the institutions are adjudicating con-
flicts fairly. For if a disgruntled minority or majority holds that democratic
institutions are unfair, then such groups are likely to employ undemo-
cratic practices — for example, violence — to settle their political conflicts.
Unfair and illegitimate democratic institutions are more likely to devolve
into totalitarian and authoritarian forms of government.'” And democratic
citizens can, in turn, become accustomed to democratic institutions func-
tioning as tools of domination.

A democratic society can only survive, let alone function properly, if it
shows a kind of moderation toward the virtues of democratic representa-
tion. Here, too, it will be important to see that democratic representatives
cannot always exhibit all of these virtues, but must sometimes choose
among them. An examination of the various trade-offs among these virtues
that good democratic representatives must make will help us to discern the
requisite moderation. It will also suggest that good democratic representa-
tion might not always be possible.

The extent to which good democratic representatives can successfully
negotiate the problems with democratic representation will depend, in
part, on the capabilities of citizens and of their representatives. Sometimes
a particular society might not be ready for democratic representation.
Here, I follow John Stuart Mill (1991 [1861], 13), who recognizes that the
appropriate form of government for any given society depends on the
capacities of citizens. When citizens lack the proper capacities, democratic
institutions cannot always function properly. Under such circumstances,
democratic institutions can be used to dominate and oppress democratic
citizens, and good democratic representation may even be undesirable.
Good democratic representation is therefore a contingent political good.
It is only desirable under certain conditions. Part of the job of good demo-
cratic representatives is to help make it possible for democratic institutions
to function properly, by promoting conditions in which democratic citizens
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can come to appreciate the importance of having democratic representative
institutions for settling disagreements among citizens fairly and peacefully.

The Good Representative proceeds on the working assumption that
the norms and values that guide the design of institutional structures for
democratic polities can also provide some guidance for the selection of
the representatives who occupy positions within those institutions. Indeed,
my argument draws on existing theoretical discussions of how formal
institutions are to be designed in light of democratic norms and values
to show how these norms and values should also inform citizens’ choice
of democratic representatives. And, in doing so, I further the insights of
those who have recognized the importance of informal political actors in
representative democracies.'' In fact, one purpose of this book is to expand
the scope of the theoretical literature on democratic representation beyond
formal governmental institutions. Democratic representation is an activity
of formal as well as informal representatives.

By identifying a function common to both formal and informal rep-
resentatives — that is, the function of advocating public policies in ways
consonant with democratic norms and values — I provide a common
currency for evaluating all democratic representatives, one independent
of their particular offices. Instead of focusing on the fairness of proced-
ures for authorizing and holding representatives accountable, this book
addresses an important, albeit often overlooked, question: What criteria
should democratic citizens use in selecting democratic representatives?
How democratic citizens answer that question will affect not only who is
selected to serve as a representative, but also the performance of democratic
institutions.

An Ethics of Democratic Representation

There are two basic questions that an ethics of democratic representation
must address: What are the proper criteria for assessing democratic rep-
resentatives and identifying the good ones? Are there any drawbacks to
having good democratic representation? We will see that answering these
two questions adequately turns on clarifying what it means to represent in
a democratic fashion. And in clarifying that — in other words, the proper
function, or characteristic activity, of democratic representatives — we also
clarify what it means to be a good democratic representative — that is, one
who excels at representing in a democratic fashion.
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In focusing on the function, or characteristic activity, of democratic
representatives, and deriving my account of a good representative from
this function, I follow Aristotle. And I am assuming that there is a con-
ceptual connection between the function, or characteristic activity, of
a thing and its excellence as the thing that it is. Chapter 3 develops and
defends this view. For now, it will suffice to see, quite generally, how virtues
of a thing are read off of its function. For example, the function of a knife
is to cut. A good knife is a knife that cuts well. The virtue, or excellence, of
a knife, then, is sharpness. And, more generally, what it is for a thing to
have the virtue or excellence proper to its kind is nothing other than its
being disposed, in exercising its characteristic activity, to engage in that
activity well. I am proposing that, in parallel fashion, the virtues of demo-
cratic representatives are to be read off of the function, or characteristic
activity, of democratic representatives. (Compare, here, Aristotle’s argument
concerning the moral virtues at Nicomachean Ethics Book I Chapter 7,
1097b25-28: see Aristotle, 1970 [1831].)

The function of democratic representatives is to advocate on behalf of
their constituents in ways that allow for the fair and peaceful resolution
of political disagreements within a pluralist society. In other words, the
characteristic activity of democratic representatives is democratic advocacy.
The degree to which a democratic representative engages in this charac-
teristic activity well is the degree to which that representative excels at
representing in a democratic fashion. As we will see, to engage in demo-
cratic advocacy well, a democratic representative must realize three virtues:
the virtue of fair-mindedness, through which a representative contributes
to the realization of the value of civic equality; the virtue of critical trust
building, through which a representative contributes to the realization of
the value of self-governance; and, finally, the virtue of good gatekeeping,
through which a representative contributes to the realization of the value
of inclusion.

It is worth reemphasizing that my understanding of democratic rep-
resentation applies to all political actors who advance public policies in
democratic institutions. Informal as well as formal representatives perform
the function of democratic representation.'”” My account of democratic
representation, and the virtues of democratic representation, articulates a
general ethical outlook that should underlie and inform the activity of all
those who act as political advocates within a democratic polity.

In fact, a benefit of attending to democratic advocacy, as I conceive it, is
that doing so provides standards for assessing informal, as well as formal,
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representatives. Attending to the controversies surrounding advocacy, espe-
cially the advocacy of informal representatives, in light of my account of
democratic advocacy, reveals how democratic norms and values are to
be brought directly to bear in assessing democratic representatives. In the
case of many informal representatives, there is no temptation to try to settle
such controversies simply by appealing to formal procedures that authorize
the representative: after all, not all informal representatives are authorized
by formal procedures. Consequently, one cannot appeal to authorization
procedures to settle the matter of who is a legitimate, and therefore prefer-
able, representative. Moreover, an examination of controversial instances
of political advocacy — specifically, instances of informal representation —
will put us in a better position to identify how and where representatives,
even when they are properly formally elected and abide by the law, can
nonetheless violate democratic norms and values.

To understand why democratic advocacy is the characteristic activity of
democratic representatives, it is useful to consider one of the most persuas-
ive arguments for the legitimacy of democratic authority. The argument,
made forcefully by Thomas Christiano (1996), is that democratic institu-
tions are necessary under certain conditions of diversity. In particular,
democratic institutions are necessary to provide fair procedures for adju-
dicating disputes about public policy when citizens’ interests, values, and
perspectives conflict. It is, I would argue, in virtue of realizing the norms
and values of civic equality, self-governance, and inclusion that democratic
institutions provide these procedures, and adjudicate conflicts and dis-
agreements in ways that legitimate democratic authority. The function of
a democratic representative, then, is to advocate public policies for her con-
stituents in a way that contributes to the fair adjudication of such disputes
within her society. A good democratic representative is one who performs
this function well. And, I will argue, a democratic representative performs
this function well only if her advocacy work is consonant with the norms
and values that underlie the legitimacy of democratic institutions.

Of course, not all democratic representatives do in fact engage in demo-
cratic advocacy. Anyone who is elected is thereby a democratic representat-
ive. And someone who is democratically elected could fail to engage in the
characteristic activity of democratic representatives. For instance, a demo-
cratically elected representative fails to advocate in a democratic fashion
when he refuses to deliberate with other citizens on the grounds that he is
obeying God’s direct command to him and therefore would be corrupted
by attending to the opinions and perspectives of others. Moreover, some
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representatives might be so corrupt or depraved that they do not care at
all about conforming to fair procedures, or about the impact of the policies
that they pursue on democratic institutions. They solicit citizens’ opinions,
not to pander, but to frame issues so that they can lower the potential elec-
toral costs of their policy goals. They disguise the costs that their policies
impose on democratic citizens and democratic institutions (cf., Jacobs
and Shapiro, 2000). Such representatives might advocate, but they do not
—and cannot — advocate in a democratic fashion. But, despite their failure,
or even their inability, to advocate in a democratic fashion, and thus to
engage in the activity characteristic of a democratic representative, these
representatives nonetheless count as democratic representatives simply in
virtue of being duly elected. Compare: a knife that is so dull that it cannot
cut can still be a knife.

It should now be evident that any adequate ethics of democratic rep-
resentation must address the ways in which representatives should advance
public policies under conditions of pluralism. Given such conditions, demo-
cratic representatives will almost inevitably advance public policies that
some citizens will endorse and others condemn."” A good democratic rep-
resentative is not likely to be approved by, or even appreciated by, every
one of her constituents, let alone by all citizens. Thus, my claim is not that
a good democratic representative will be valued by every citizen (or even a
majority of citizens); rather, my claim is that a good democratic representat-
ive will not be the unbridled advocate of her own constituents. In other
words, a good democratic representative will constrain her advocacy in light
of her appreciation of the conditions of pluralism, and of the demands
that the norms and values of civic equality, self-governance, and inclusion
place on all democratic representatives.

The Proper Scope of an Ethics of
Democratic Representation

The Good Representative provides some guidance for the proper assessment
of representatives: democratic representatives should, first and foremost, be
assessed by the impact that their actions have on the legitimacy of demo-
cratic institutions. If a democratic institution loses legitimacy because the
personal misconduct of representatives has contributed to the loss of trust
in that institution, then those representatives are properly subject to severe
criticism. And if the legitimacy of a democratic institution is compromised
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because it does not include representatives from marginalized groups, then
its representatives are inadequate. In articulating the three virtues of demo-
cratic representation, my ethics of democratic representation offers citizens
standards they can use in choosing among representatives, and a common
set of norms that all good democratic representatives should follow. These
virtues, moreover, can help settle contemporary controversies about rep-
resentation by helping to resolve some of the conflicts about competing
standards of good representation that underlie these controversies. These
virtues help to resolve these conflicts by clarifying how the norms and values
distinctive of democratic institutions are to be brought to bear in assessing
the advocacy work of political representatives.

The Good Representative offers guidance for the assessment of demo-
cratic representatives by providing a normative framework for determining
the extent to which an individual representative excels at representing in
a democratic fashion. To be a good democratic representative is to have
and exercise all three of the virtues of democratic representation — the
virtue of fair-mindedness, the virtue of critical trust building, and the virtue
of good gatekeeping — and to avoid the dangers associated with each of
them. Consequently, representatives who advance public policies that
undermine civic equality, limit the ability of citizens to govern themselves,
or exclude certain groups from participation might be excellent delegates
of democratic citizens who hold such preferences. However, such rep-
resentatives are not good democratic representatives. For better or worse,
democratic norms and values place certain constraints on the behavior
that democratic representatives can engage in and still be considered good
democratic representatives.

The virtues of democratic representation also require democratic rep-
resentatives to advocate out of a correct understanding of their proper
function. Now this function, as we saw, consists in contributing to the
proper functioning of democratic institutions — providing a fair and peace-
ful resolution to political conflicts. Moreover, democratic institutions can
provide such resolutions only by way of drawing on, and reinforcing,
citizens’ shared commitment to certain distinctively democratic norms and
values, which justify preferring democratic institutions to nondemocratic
ones. The good democratic representative is thus one whose advocacy work
contributes, in and through the proper function of democratic institutions,
to the realization of these norms and values in her polity.

Democratic citizens ought to prefer representatives who exhibit these
three virtues over those who do not. And citizens ought to assess criticisms
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of, and controversies surrounding, representatives in light of the under-
standing of good democratic representation that a detailed articulation
of these three virtues provides. Each of these virtues provides a different
focal point for evaluating representatives. Those who are committed to
democratic norms and values should look for representatives who not only
exhibit these virtues, but who properly negotiate the problems associated
with these virtues. In this way, the three virtues become normative tools
of evaluation, assisting the critical assessments of democratic citizens.

My approach bears some important similarities to that of contemporary
virtue theory."* After all, notions of function and excellence are central to
virtue theory. Nonetheless, my theoretical aims and those of virtue theorists
are fundamentally different. Virtue theorists aim to provide a moral theory
within which morally right action is understood in terms of character:
what makes an action a right action is that it is one that a morally virtuous
agent would perform. My concern, however, is not with this general and
fundamental debate among moral theorists concerning the relative priority
of character and action.

My main concern is rather with political character — that is, the stable
habits, dispositions, and attitudes of representatives that guide their actions
as representatives. As recent empirical findings indicate, my focus on polit-
ical character reflects an approach that US citizens actually commonly take
in assessing their representatives: US citizens often select their represent-
atives on the basis of what they perceive to be the representatives’ moral
character.” In concentrating on the virtues of democratic representatives,
then, my ethics of democratic representation speaks to democratic citizens
in terms they already use in selecting their representatives. Indeed, if we
are to aid democratic citizens in their assessments of representatives, we
cannot simply avoid talk of character.

One reason for framing an ethics of democratic representation in terms
of the virtues is because I am inclined to think that representatives do have
political character, and that it is in fact important for the proper operation
of democratic institutions that a polity have representatives with demo-
cratically excellent political character. Another is that talking in this way is
natural, given the way in which I derive standards of good democratic
representation, in Aristotelian fashion, from an analysis of the proper,
or characteristic, activities of democratic representatives. But the most
important reason for talking in terms of political character is the fact it is
no accident that democratic citizens assess their representatives in terms
of their political character. Given the complexity of the actual policy debates



