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Melissa S. Williams, University of Toronto

ane Mansbridge’s  intellectual

career is marked by field-shifting

contributions to democratic the-

ory, feminist scholarship, politi-

cal science methodology, and the
empirical study of social movements and
direct democracy. Her work has funda-
mentally challenged existing paradigms
in both normative political theory and
empirical political science and launched
new lines of scholarly inquiry on the most
basic questions of democratic equality,
deliberation, collective action, and politi-
cal representation. Her three best-known
books—Beyond  Adversary  Democracy
(1980), Why We Lost the ERA (1986) and
Beyond Self-Interest (1990a)—have become
part of the political science canon and
remain staples on graduate course syl-
labi decades after their publication.
The importance of Mansbridge’s work
has been recognized by her colleagues
through a trifecta of major APSA awards:
the Gladys M. Kammerer Award (1987),
the Victoria Schuck Award (1988), and,
most recently, the James Madison Award
and Lecture (2011).

Mansbridge, who is now the Adams
Professor of Political Leadership and
Democratic Values at the Kennedy School
of Government at Harvard University,
began her life as a scholar at Wellesley
College. For her graduate training, she
went to Harvard University, where she
completed an MA in medieval history

Melissa S. Williams is a professor of political science and
founding director of the Centre for Ethics at the University
of Toronto. She can be reached at melissa.williams@
utoronto.ca.

2012-2013 APSA President
Jane Mansbridge

Adams Professor of Political Leadership
and Democratic Values, Kennedy School
of Government. Harvard University

followed by a PhD in political science.
Her doctoral dissertation, Brandeis and
Sutherland:  Apostles of Individualism
(1970), showed that even though these
two justices represented the extreme left
and the extreme right of constitutional
thinking on the Supreme Court, the range
of their approaches and their politics
were strikingly similar, reflecting the nar-
rowness of the social pool from which
justices were selected. A National Sci-
ence Foundation postdoctoral fellowship
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enabled her to launch her research on
Beyond Adversary Democracy immedi-
ately after completing her doctorate,
research she continued during her first
academic appointment at the University
of Chicago. She later taught for many
years at Northwestern University before
returning to Harvard in 1996. Her career
has been punctuated by prestigious
research fellowships at the Institute for
Policy Studies, the Institute for Advanced
Studies, and the Center for Advanced
Study in the Behavioral Sciences, among
others. Mansbridge was elected to the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences
in 1994.

The feminist idea that “the personal
is political” plays on several registers
throughout Mansbridge’s work. First,
Mansbridge’s experiences as a politi-
cal activist generated some of the defin-
ing topics of her own research. The “we”
in Why We Lost the ERA included the
feminist organizations in which she had
played an active role since her days in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, where she
was one of the founding members of the
Women’s Center in 1971. Her interest in
participatory democracy arose from the
experiments in radical democracy that
suffused the left in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Mansbridge was in the thick
of these movements. “In those days,” she
says, “Cambridge was a hotbed of par-
ticipatory democracy. There were bicycle
co-ops, legal co-ops, food co-ops, and so
on. I took part in the women’s movement,
which was on the far left in the Boston
area, [and was] very involved in participa-
tory democracy” (Rouyer 2010, 141).
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The creative tension between scholar-
ship and activism has intensified the chal-
lenges of Mansbridge’s research while
also stimulating its deepest insights.
When we study deeply contested politi-
cal issues, she notes, “analysis ... is a
political act, and one must, as a political
being as well as a scholar, take responsi-
bility for it” (1986, xi). Mansbridge’s work
as an activist gave her an insider’s view
of movement and participatory politics
and helped sharpen her skills in partici-
pant observation as a research method.
At the same time, it brought home the
challenges of balancing scholarship and
activism, in this case leading her to the
conclusion that she could not, as she had
originally planned, use her own Women'’s
Center as a case study in Beyond Adversary
Democracy (Mansbridge 1986, ix; Rouyer
2010, 142). Instead, she conducted her
case studies for that book on a traditional
town hall meeting in rural Vermont
(“Selby”) and the participatory workplace
of an urban crisis center (“Helpline”).
While her selection of the crisis center
was guided by her contemporary experi-
ence in participatory organizations, her
choice of town meeting democracy was
rooted in an older experience. “T grew up
in a town in Connecticut that had a town
meeting, and community government
was the kind of government I was accus-
tomed to.... That was the way we made
decisions, and it was ‘direct democracy’'—
as I realized, it seems, after a doctorate in
political science (laughing).... But I was
surprised that no one had carefully stud-
ied town meetings in depth as a modern
form, however attenuated, of Athenian
democracy” (Rouyer 2010, 144—45).

The idea that “the personal is politi-
cal” informs Mansbridge’s work in ways
that go well beyond case selection, how-
ever. It is central to her theoretical frame-
works and methods of inquiry that the
meaning of political ideas resides not
only in canonical texts or the statements
of political elites and activists, but also in
their practical function in the discourse of
ordinary citizens, what Mansbridge calls
“everyday talk.” “In everyday talk and
action [ordinary people] test new and old
ideas against their daily realities, make
small moves ... that try to put some ver-
sion of an idea into effect, and talk the
ideas over with friends, sifting the usable
from the unusable.... In their micronego-
tiations and private conversations, [they]
influence the ideas and symbols available

798 PS « October 2012

to the political process not only aggrega-
tively, by favoring one side or another in
a vote or in a public opinion survey, but
also substantively, through their practice”
(Mansbridge 1999a, 214). By studying the
ways in which ordinary people use ideas
in practice, we gain empirical knowledge
about the power and limits of ideas in
politics.

Understanding how ordinary people
use political ideas is equally important
for normative theory. Mansbridge’s inter-
views for Beyond Adversary Democracy
revealed agents who “made heroic efforts
to live up to their ideals, reformulating
them as they discovered their limitations
through painful experience” (1980, xii). By
listening closely to citizens’ own accounts
of the ideals they were trying to live up
to and the challenges they confronted in
doing so, Mansbridge uncovered deep
gaps in democratic theory’s account of the
importance of political equality (under-
stood as equal power, or equal influence
over outcomes) for democratic legitimacy.
As she states in the preface of that work,
“[p]olitical theorists have not ordinarily
paid much attention to the way ordinary
people think about normative issues. My
experience writing this book has con-
vinced me that this is a mistake.... [F]ield
studies of what happens to various ide-
als when people try to live by them could
prove useful in clarifying a wide range of
normative questions” (1980, xii).

Close attention to the micro-level
intersection of the personal and the politi-
cal also yields insights into key structural
and institutional features of democratic
politics. Mansbridge was among the first
political scientists to highlight the fact
that differences in rates of political par-
ticipation across the lines of class, race
and gender can be traced in part to the
way in which participation is institution-
alized. While other important studies,
such as Verba, Nie and Kim’s influential
Participation and Political Equality (1978),
relied on survey data to demonstrate
unequal participation rates, Mansbridge’s
fine-grained observation and interviews
revealed patterns of inequality that would
not have been evident otherwise. For
example, participation in Selby’s town
meeting was higher among residents in
the village core than in outlying areas;
other differences in participation tracked
differences in age, class, length of resi-
dence, and education. Although women
in Selby attended meetings at roughly the
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same rate as men, they spoke much less
frequently (1980, chap. 9). At Helpline,
members with working-class backgrounds
had lower confidence in their verbal skills
and were viewed both by themselves and
by other as having less power in the orga-
nization (1980, 199-206). The costs and
benefits of political participation weigh
unequally on different groups of citizens,
and this generates political inequality.
Mansbridge’s detailed attention to the
personal experience of political par-
ticipation brought out clearly that these
inequalities have pscyhological and socio-
cultural as well as material dimensions.
Her insights into the impact of social dif-
ferences on the dynamics and outcomes
of political deliberation were the first
contribution to what has since become a
significant critical strand in theoretical
debates over deliberative democracy (see,
e.g., Mansbridge 1990b).

Mansbridge’s use of interview and
participant observation techniques of
research are constitutive of her larger
views of theory-building and theory-
testing in both empirical political sci-
ence and normative political theory. For
empirical political science, if the evidence
from ground-level actors contradicts key
assumptions of our theoretical models,
we must either provide a structural or
system-level explanation of the gap, or we
must revise our theories. For normative
political theory, a gap between idealized
norms and the normative judgments of
ordinary people often reveals theoretical
problems that have yet to be worked out.
In her essay, “Practice-Thought-Practice,”
Mansbridge writes, “Theory is usually
silent when theorists fail to see what does
not fit. Observations from practice give us
clues on how to fill in the silence.” Filling
in theoretical gaps can, in turn, help to
guide changes in practice through, inter
alia, theoretically attentive institutional
design (2002, 175). Although interviews
are only one among many of the empiri-
cal methods Mansbridge has deployed
in her work, they have been a touchstone
for her theoretical work throughout her
career. In her forthcoming book, Everyday
Feminism, she relies on interviews with 50
low-income women to explore the impact
of the feminist movement on gender
relations in the wider society, including
nonactivists who do not describe them-
selves as “feminists.” Asked why she con-
ducted the interviews for this study, she
responds, “To keep a certain freshness of
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spirit. From time to time, when an unre-
solved question poses a problem for me, I
feel the need to go and talk with people at
the heart of the problem.... Speaking with
these women has considerably influenced
my views about deliberation” (Rouyer
2010, 155).

Mansbridge’s research methods span
an astonishing range of approaches to the
study of politics, a factor which has been
key to her extraordinary impact across the
subfields of political science. While she
is often identified primarily as a politi-
cal theorist, she uses a diverse array of
methological techniques in empirical
political science, including the interview
and participant-observation methods
already noted, survey research and mul-
tivariate analysis (e.g., Mansbridge 1980,
1986), content and longitudinal analy-
sis (e.g., Mansbridge and Flaster 2007),
in addition to textual interpretation, the
history of ideas, and conceptual analy-
sis informed by contemporary political
philosophy and feminist theory. This
plurality of approaches has been central
to the originality of her research and her
avoidance of the traps of methodologi-
cal orthodoxy that periodically capture
the discipline. For Mansbridge, differ-
ent methodological approaches are tools
by which to gain analytic clarity about
enduring problems of political order and
generalizable patterns of political action.
The most potent tools in our analytical
toolbox, however, often operate through
simplifying assumptions that shine a
bright light on one dimension of political
life at the cost of throwing other dimen-
sions into shadow. As with so many
things, these tools’ strength is also their
weakness. “The trick is to use the tech-
niques that require simplification without
at the same time forgetting the ways in
which one’s simplifications may lead one
astray” (Mansbridge 1995b, 152).

Mastery of the discipline’s leading the-
oretical and methodological approaches
enables Mansbridge to address col-
leagues’ work in their own disciplinary
languages and to pinpoint the problems
they have not solved. This is one rea-
son for her unmatched capacity to join
important debates across the discipline.
Another reason, equally important, is
a spirit of critical open-mindedness,
humane generosity, humor, and warmth
that makes colleagues eager to engage
with her. Research, for Mansbridge, is a
collaborative endeavor in which all its

participants, scholars and research sub-
jects alike, are valued contributors. In one
study, Mansbridge and colleagues invited
professional facilitators of experiments in
deliberative democracy to code a series of
tapes of deliberative sessions according
to their judgments of “good” and “bad”
deliberative moments. They then com-
pared the facilitators’ coding to the nor-
mative criteria of good deliberation that
have emerged in the theoretical literature,
finding that facilitators’ standards of judg-
ment brought out dimensions of delib-
erative quality that theorists had elided
or overlooked (Mansbridge et al. 2006).
Facilitators were simultaneously research
collaborators (as coders and knowledge-
bearers) and research subjects (as having
a particular role position in deliberative
practice). The project’s structure captures
the ethos of Mansbridge’s research as a
whole: an ethos of reciprocal learning and
egalitarian respect that guides her to lis-
ten as attentively to those who take posi-
tions opposed to her own as to those with
whom she agrees and to pose questions
that are as profoundly challenging to her
allies as to her opponents. These quali-
ties have made her a treasured mentor
and friend, as well as a deeply respected
colleague, across the generations and sub-
fields of a scholarly community she has
done so much to forge.

ADVERSARY AND UNITARY
DEMOCRACY

What sort of equality does democratic
legitimacy require? This question lay
at the heart of Mansbridge’s project in
Beyond Adversary Democracy and grew
directly out of the dilemmas she wit-
nessed in the women’s movement. While
she shared these organizations’ commit-
ment to equality, she found she could not
agree with the view commonly expressed
by their members that domination and
inequality were avoidable products of the
capitalist system and of individuals’ lust
for power. Inequality, she believed, would
emerge in any social system, whatever its
ideology. The key questions were how
people committed to equality could find
ways to cope with the forms of inequal-
ity that exist, how they could manage
those inequalities through thoughtful
institutional design, and how they could
avoid the internal conflicts that plagued
so many organizations when inequal-
ities that flowed from larger structural
factors were blamed, sometimes unfairly,
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on the power lust of individuals (1980,
vi-vii).

Of course, the Western tradition of
modern political theory and its heirs in
20th-century political science had devel-
oped a robust answer to the foundational
question of what sort of equality political
legitimacy requires and how democratic
institutions can be structured to secure
it. The answer, which Mansbridge calls
“adversary democracy,” has deep roots in
the early modern period and particularly
in Hobbes’s idea that rational egoism
and asocial individualism form the core
of human nature. Over the next two cen-
turies, Hobbes’s grounding of legitimate
political order in the self-interest of equal
individuals took on a democratic form
both in political theory and in the devel-
opment of political institutions. While
Locke rejected Hobbes’s idea of an abso-
lute sovereign, he accepted the premise
that a “contrariety of interests” would
inevitably produce conflict and defended
majority rule as the only justifiable way
to produce decisions under conditions of
conflict. Madisonian democracy, resting
on the theory of factions, accepted the
inevitability of conflicts of group self-
interest and sought to design political
institutions so as to yield effective deci-
sions without risk of stalemate or break-
down. Beginning with Arthur Bentley
(1908), and taken to new heights of the-
oretical sophistication by Schumpeter
(1942), the idea that democratic politics
could best be understood in terms of the
mobilization of self-interest in the compe-
tition for political power took hold of the
emerging discipline of political science.
By the time Mansbridge began her work,
it was the reigning paradigm of politics.

In the normative theory of adversary
democracy, the legitimacy-conferring
standard of equality is the equal protec-
tion of interests rooted in the equal value
of each individual as a bearer of inter-
ests. Institutionally, democratic equality
is secured by giving each individual an
equally weighted vote, combined with an
equal opportunity to organize with oth-
ers to make demands on the political sys-
tem. Politicians, whose self-interest is in
being reelected, respond to pressures by
brokering policies that satisfy the greatest
number of voters’ interests. Ideally, the
system-level outcome of this process is
public policy that aggregates social inter-
ests in a balanced way (Mansbridge 1980,
17). Although adversary democracy’s ideal
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of equality has never been realized in any
actually existing national polity, it consti-
tutes a coherent ideal of democratic legiti-
macy so long as one accepts the principle
of self-interest as the basis of political
motivation.

Adversary democracy’s hegemony as
a paradigm of politics displaced a much
older understanding of democracy, and
with it an alternative account of politi-
cal motivation. Mansbridge traces this
alternative, which she called “unitary
democracy,” to classical Athens and its
face-to-face assemblies, where decisions
were reached not primarily through the
adding-up of votes and majority rule,
but by citizens reasoning together about
the common good. This model of democ-
racy was much closer than the adversary
model to the face-to-face participatory
democracy that Mansbridge had observed
in Selby and at Helpline. The equality it
embodied was not equal power in the
form of equally weighted votes, but equal
status grounded in respect for each mem-
ber as a part of the community and a con-

the diagram, reflecting their judgment of
inequalities of power within the organiza-
tion. The revelation came when she asked
whether these committed egalitarians
were troubled by this inequality, and both
she and they were surprised to discover
that they were not. When she pressed
them to explain why not, what emerged
was that unequal power was acceptable
because they trusted one another to do
what was best for the organization as a
whole, given that they all shared the same
commitments (Mansbridge 1980, 183-84;
Rouyer 2010, 142—44).

This exercise generated the central
insight of the book: Adversary democ-
racy’s assumption that equal power is
necessary to secure the equal protection
of interests is not valid in circumstances
of common interests. When interests are
common, there is no gap between the
interests of power-holders and those of
other citizens. In these contexts, equal
political power is not necessary to secure
legitimacy. Trust in power-holders does
require a background respect for the equal

Speech-centered forms of decision mak-
ing can render less powerful those who,
for class, gender, or cultural reasons, are
less comfortable speaking in public or less
skilled in dominant forms of discourse.
In adversary democracy, an equal vote
can readily be mistaken for equal power
in political decisions, falsely legitimiz-
ing a system that fails to protect interests
equally. The challenge is to understand
the characteristic practices of adversary
and unitary democracy—equally weighted
votes, majority rule, face-to-face delib-
eration, consensus decision making—as
means, not ends, toward democratic legit-
imacy. Institutional innovation should
aim at developing individual and col-
lective capacities to identify and act on
common interests, while promoting the
proportional protection of interests when
they conflict.

Beyond Adversary Democracy was
decades ahead of its time. Before any
political scientist had put the words
“deliberation” and “democracy” together,
it tracked the conflicts and complemen-

Because the term “unitary” imperfectly captures these ideals of friendship and has
unwanted implications of homogeneity, Mansbridge says, she has never been wholly
comfortable with it, but it was less unwieldy than the alternatives.

tributor to its common good. “Rereading
Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics two years
into my study,” she notes, “I was arrested
by the Greek maxim, ‘Friendship is equal-
ity The maxim captured perfectly the
link between equality and solidarity that I
had seen in these collectives” (1980, ix; see
also Mansbridge 1976). Because the term
“unitary” imperfectly captures these ide-
als of friendship and has unwanted impli-
cations of homogeneity, Mansbridge says,
she has never been wholly comfortable
with it, but it was less unwieldy than the
alternatives.

The key that unlocked the book’s core
puzzle was an exercise she conducted
with the members of Helpline. In individ-
ual sessions, she gave them small pieces
of paper, one for every member of the
organization, each bearing the name of a
member. She asked each person to place
the names on a diagram of concentric
circles, in which the central circle repre-
sented the greatest power in the organiza-
tion. In every case but one, people located
the members in different positions on
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status of all members, and one of the vir-
tues of formal political equality is that
it signals this respect. But equal power
is not a necessary condition of equal
respect, and other ways of achieving equal
respect, such as breaking down status
hierarchies, may be more important than
political equality. When interests do con-
flict, power needs to be distributed more
equally among members to ensure the
equal protection of their interests.

In reality, there are no situations of
perfectly common or perfectly conflict-
ing interests. Rather, these can be arrayed
on a spectrum. Small-scale democracy is
more favorable to common interests than
large-scale democracy, but each has both
unitary and adversary features. Nor is one
form of democracy normatively superior
to the other; each has its own criterion
of democratic equality, and each is prone
to distinctive violations of egalitarian
norms. The practices of unitary democ-
racy, such as face-to-face assembly and
consensus decision making, can gener-
ate oppressive pressures to conformity.
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tarities of discourse and interest aggrega-
tion in democratic processes and set out
the normative criteria for judging both.
An undisputed classic, the work was piv-
otal in shifting from the traditional plural-
ist paradigm to the deliberative paradigm
that now prevails in democratic theory.
Its problem-driven, empirically attentive,
and normatively rich argument was a vital
influence in reinvigorating political the-
ory within the larger discipline of politi-
cal science. It also laid the groundwork for
the productive combination of empirical
and normative approaches that has been
the hallmark of Mansbridge’s scholarship
in the years since it was published.

THE STRUCTURAL DIMENSIONS OF
EGALITARIAN POLITICS

One of the distinctive virtues of
Mansbridge’s work is her skill in crafting
a compelling story while also generating
new theoretical insights. Why We Lost
the ERA is a tour de force of theoretically
rich storytelling, which is why, a quarter-
century after its publication, it remains a
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core text in introductory political science
courses as well as advanced seminars on
gender and politics, social movements,
and American politics. It played a crucial
role in bringing the study of gender into
the mainstream of political science. It
was also one of the first major works to
pay serious attention to the rising voices
of social and religious conservatives. The
social forces that mobilized in the anti-
ERA movement have direct heirs in the
contemporary Tea Party movement, and
Mansbridge’s analysis has enduring rel-
evance for our understanding of the poli-
tics of right and left in the United States.

Like Beyond Adversary Democracy,
the book is a study in the politics of the
common good, in which the driving moti-
vation of political actors was unquestion-
ably a commitment to a common ideal,
not narrow self-interest. Its central puzzle
was how it was possible that a movement
dedicated to a common interest in the
protection of equal rights, a goal affirmed
by a majority of citizens, could nonethe-
less fail. Mansbridge’s answers bring out
the structural constraints that confront
any movement for egalitarian change.
They also offer lasting lessons about the
internal structures of political organiza-
tions that can lead to the failure of their
missions.

The abstract ideal of equal rights is
so fundamental to the self-understand-
ing of democratic societies that to reject
it is already to mark oneself as alien.
Historically, the “self-evident truth” of
equality has been a powerful resource
for egalitarian struggles in the United
States, as when woman suffragists and
abolitionists invoked the Declaration of
Independence to muster support for their
causes. In mounting the fight for the Equal
Rights Amendment in the early 1970s, the
women’s movement made highly effec-
tive use of this logic, gaining early passage
in the Senate and garnering the support
of a clear majority of the populace. This
majority persisted throughout the strug-
gle until time ran out for state ratification
in 1982. Yet, as Mansbridge demonstrates
through a rich array of evidence, support
for the abstract principle of equal rights
coexisted with enduring reluctance to
contemplate radical changes in traditional
gender relations, among women as well as
among men. One of the key lessons of the
work is that championing strong egali-
tarian change can generate wide—ranging
social anxieties that proponents of change

must address directly, whether through
counterargument or through compromise
(Mansbridge 1986, chap. 3; Mansbridge
and Shames 2008). Relatedly, move-
ments for change can founder on their
insensitivity to the deepest concerns of
their opponents and the general public.
The pro-ERA movement left many home-
makers ripe for recruitment by Phyllis
Schlafly through rhetoric that reinforced
the declining social status of mothering
and housework and by failing to take seri-
ously the loss of some tangible benefits for
homemakers that would likely result from
the amendment’s passage (Mansbridge
1986, chap. 9).

Movements oriented toward a pub-
lic good face an inescapable dilemma in
maintaining their momentum. On the
one hand, they need to recruit and sus-
tain the involvement of a committed core
of activists. Because these activists are
motivated by principles rather than mate-
rial incentives, their participation is most
effectively secured through a radical inter-
pretation of the principles at stake and of
the changes their success would bring
about. On the other hand, movements
need to maintain a wide popular base to
press change through the democratic sys-
tem. The more radical the change they
project, the narrower the base of popular
support they can garner. Mansbridge calls
this the “iron law of involution,” captur-
ing the dynamics by which movements
become increasingly ideological and
insular. In meeting their core members’
needs, they estrange themselves from
the ordinary citizens they need to attain
their goals. Because of the strong ethos
of inclusiveness that suffused the ERA
movement, “if any movement could have
escaped the iron law of involution, this
would have been the one. That it did not
fully escape means that no organization
based on voluntary membership is likely
to do so” (Mansbridge 1986, 185).

To some degree, movements can resist
these tendencies by instituting strong
mechanisms of communication between
central leadership and local chapters, and
these were not well-developed in the ERA
movement’s decentralized structure. This
same structure generated “decision by
accretion,” in which major policy choices,
such as the embrace of a strong egalitar-
ian reading of the ERA’s implications
for women in the military, resulted from
unconscious and undebated pathways
of argumentation (Mansbridge 1984;
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Mansbridge 1986, chap. 8). Thus, one of
Mansbridge’s most important practical
lessons is that movements are more likely
to succeed when they deploy institutional
techniques to enhance deliberation and
debate within the movement, both verti-
cally and horizontally.

SELF-INTEREST, COMMON
INTERESTS, AND DEMOCRATIC
DELIBERATION

Beyond Adversary Democracy’s analysis
of the role of self-interest in political life
generated three major lines of critique
of the adversary paradigm: that it was
inadequate as an empirical explanation
of political behavior; that it was concep-
tually and theoretically limited by its
tendency to reduce human psychology to
the motive of individual self-interest; and
that it was normatively flawed because it
failed to shed light on the institutional
devices through which common inter-
ests can be discovered and forged or on
the decision making practices that are
most suited to circumstances of common
interests. In 1990, just as rational choice
methods became dominant in the disci-
pline, Mansbridge engaged leading phi-
losophers and social scientists in a deeper
exploration of these themes, drawing out
the potential and limits of theoretical
models based on assumptions of rational
self-interest (Mansbridge 1990a). Leading
a wave of scholarship that sharply chal-
lenged rational choice theory in the
following decade, Beyond Self-Interest
remains a key resource.

Although some of her criticisms
of rational choice theory converged
with those of other prominent critics,
Mansbridge never dismissed the useful-
ness of rational choice methods for prob-
lem-centered political science. Indeed, in
one of the most visible debates, a leading
rational choice theorist held up Why We
Lost the ERA as an example of the contri-
butions of rational choice theory to our
empirical knowledge of politics (Fiorina
1995). In Beyond Self-Interest, Mansbridge
and her colleagues explored the possibili-
ties for building on rational choice theory
to encompass various forms of altruism,
how altruism can be distinguished from
long-term self-interest, and how each of
these might be modeled alongside narrow
individual self-interest in mapping politi-
cal motivation. As she emphasized, the
primary aim of the volume was empirical,
to enhance our understanding of human
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behavior. Again underscoring the inter-
connection of empirical political science
and normative political theory, however,
she argued that a deeper understanding
of the interaction between self-interested
and altruistic motives was vitally impor-
tant for normative reasons, as well:

Designing institutions when partici-
pants have both selfish and unselfish
motives requires attention to varia-
tions in contexts, individuals, and the
way individuals learn from institu-
tions. The seemingly cautious strategy
of designing institutions so that if
there is little or no public spirit, the
institutions will work anyway, will in
some conditions erode whatever pub-
lic spirit might otherwise exist. But
the alternative strategy of assuming a
high level of public spirit also entails
serious risks, since public spirit may
not survive when it is too strongly at
odds with self-interest. Observation
and experimentation should make

it clearer which conditions are likely
to generate each of these patterns,
when changing an institution actually
affects motivation, and when mak-
ing motivation more public-spirited
produces good rather than harmful
results (1990a, xii—xiii).

Teasing out the relationship between
self-interest and common interests in
democratic processes is a challenge on
multiple levels: for participants in those
processes, for theorists seeking to model
them, and for institutional designers
seeking to enhance their democratic
legitimacy. On the level of participants,
a key question is how individuals learn
from participation in politics. Political
education is a central theme in Western
political thought from Aristotle to
Rousseau, Tocqueville and Mill. It is also
a theme that figured in Beyond Adversary
Democracy, where Mansbridge introduced
an idea that challenges received wisdom
on the theme: that what individuals learn
by participating in political delibera-
tion is not only to understand their own
well-being as bound up with a larger com-
mon good, but also to develop a clearer
understanding of the ways in which their
interests may conflict with those of other
members of the polity (Mansbridge 1980,
239, 292). As she put it more recently,
“One key goal of participation is to reveal
on any given issue whether one’s interests
complement the interests of others in the
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polity or conflict with them” (Mansbridge
19953, 6).

The idea that an important function
of democratic deliberation is to clarify
conflicting as well as common interests
poses a deeper challenge to prominent
strands in democratic theory than might
first appear. Building on the idea of pub-
lic reason as articulated by Habermas and
Rawls, leading theoretical accounts of
deliberative democracy have sharply dis-
tinguished between processes of delibera-
tion, the reasoned exchange of arguments
aiming at consensus on a common good,
and processes of aggregation such as vot-
ing, which resolve residual conflicts once
deliberation’s capacity to yield agreement
has been exhausted. Within these views,
self-interest has no legitimate role in
deliberation; reasons must appeal solely
to interests and commitments that others
share. Mansbridge’s argument unsettles
this view. “No decision putatively for the
common good,” she holds, “is norma-
tively legitimate if created by ignoring
conﬂicting interests.” Because agents may
not be fully aware, ex ante, whether their
interests conflict with others’, delibera-
tion “should be judged not only by how
well [it helps] to forge a common good
but also by how well [it helps] clarify con-
flicts” (Mansbridge 2006, 107-08).

By disrupting the binary mapping of
deliberation/common interests and aggre-
gation/conflicting interests, Mansbridge’s
inclusion of conflicting interests in delib-
eration opens up new conceptual space
for modeling decision-making procedures
and designing institutions. In particular,
it generates new ways of thinking about
the relationship between deliberation,
bargaining, and negotiation. In standard
deliberative theory, bargaining and nego-
tiation are understood as nondeliberative
decision-making processes. Mansbridge’s
revision makes possible more nuanced
distinctions among different types of
negotiation, some of which are fully
deliberative, some partially deliberative,
and some nondeliberative. In these dis-
tinctions, the operative question is not
whether interests conflict, as they invari-
ably do in contexts where negotiation is
appropriate. Rather, the crux of the dif-
ference between deliberative and non-
deliberative negotiation is whether the
resolution of conflict requires coercive
power. What is essential about delibera-
tion, on this view, is not that it aims at
consensus on a common good, but that it
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eschews the use of coercive power, relying
exclusively on persuasion through mutual
justification to transform agents’ posi-
tions (Mansbridge 2009b, 9—10).

Putting her collaborative understand-
ing of theory-building into practice once
again, Mansbridge recently brought
together a “dream team” of deliberative
theorists to explore whether they could
agree that the concept of deliberation
should include space for the clarifica-
tion of self-interest. They did, and in
“The Place of Self-Interest and the Role
of Power in Deliberative Democracy,”
Mansbridge and these colleagues offer a
major reformulation of the deliberative
ideal (Mansbridge et al., 2010). Accepting
the centrality of noncoercive agreement
to the normative ideal of deliberation,
they develop a taxonomy of processes of
communicative agreement as a further
refinement of the concept of deliberative
negotiation. They also explore the rela-
tionship between deliberative and non-
deliberative processes to delimit the
boundaries of democratically legitimate
decision-making procedures. The impact
of this work is already evident in citation
indices. As “[d]eliberative democratic
theory continues to ‘come of age” (93),
this major revision to the theory speeds
its maturation considerably.

POLITICAL REPRESENTATION

Disrupting binary distinctions has been a
recurrent source of theoretical innovation
in Mansbridge’s work. Of course, disrupt-
ing conceptual distinctions is praisewor-
thy only insofar as it improves our grasp
of empirical realities or sharpens our nor-
mative and theoretical insights. We need
clearly specified concepts to think well,
and a signal feature of Mansbridge’s work
is that her disruption of familiar catego-
ries is steadily focused on increasing the
accuracy of our empirical observations,
improving our theoretical and normative
understanding, and generating new, pre-
cise and usable concepts that serve these
primary ends.

One of the binaries Mansbridge dis-
rupts in Beyond Adversary Democracy is
that between representative and direct
democracy. Citizens in town meetings
make decisions that are binding on every
member of the community, but not every
citizen attends every meeting. This is
unproblematic in cases of common inter-
ests, as those who are present will effec-
tively represent the interests of those
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who are absent. But when the interests

of attenders and nonattenders conflict,
an assembly’s decisions are legitimate
only to the degree that all interests gain
roughly proportional representation. The
idea of equal opportunity does not solve
this problem, as in reality the costs and
benefits of participation vary according to
differences in competing obligations (such
as child care), financial resources, verbal
skills, and so on—all factors that tend to
work against the interests of already-
disadvantaged groups. Mansbridge pro-
poses, then, that those who attend
meetings should be treated as represen-
tatives of those who do not attend,
enjoined to make decisions that protect
the interests of all, and held accountable
for those decisions. Viewed this way, the
key distinction between elected legisla-
tures and face-to-face assemblies is not
whether or not they are representing citi-
zens, but whether the representation is for-
mal or informal. The difference between
formal and informal representation, in
turn, hinges on the means by which deci-
sion makers are held accountable for the
equitable protection of citizens’ conflict-
ing interests (Mansbridge 1980, 249-51).
In the standard adversary model of
political representation, the substantive
representation of constituent interests
is achieved through the representative’s
responsiveness to those interests as
aggregated through the voting process
and through partisan and pressure group
mobilization. The representative’s advo-
cacy for these aggregated interests, moti-
vated by the desire for reelection, is part
of the further aggregation of interests in
the polity’s binding decisions. When we
add the deliberative dimension of repre-
sentation to this picture, the role of the
representative shifts to encompass con-
tributions to the clarification of “which
policies are good for the polity as a whole,
which policies are good for a representa-
tive’s constituents, and when the interests
of various groups within the polity and
the constituency conflict” (Mansbridge
1999b, 634). This deliberative function,
like the aggregative one, turns on repre-
sentatives’ having a clear understanding
of constituents’ interests, as conveyed
through aggregative processes such as
voting and polls, and through delibera-
tive processes of communication. It also
depends on constituents’ having a fairly
clear understanding of their interests that
they can convey to their representatives.

In a major 1999 article, Mansbridge
brings these features of political repre-
sentation to bear on the longstanding
question of “descriptive representation,”
that is, the question whether citizens
should be represented by people who
are like them. The question frequently
arises in cases of marginalized groups
such as women and racialized minorities,
though as Mansbridge emphasizes it is
also salient for other groups defined by
shared experience, whether or not they
share visible characteristics. She puts the
question in the title of the article: “Should
Blacks Represent Blacks and Women
Represent Women?” And her answer is
“a contingent yes.” Specifying the con-
texts in which descriptive representation
contributes to democratic legitimacy,
she shows, first, that descriptive repre-
sentation can enhance substantive repre-
sentation in contexts of communicative
mistrust between a group constituency
and out-group power-holders. This arises
particularly clearly when there is a deep
history of group-based domination: mis-
trust inhibits the free communication
between constituents and representative
that is necessary for the representative’s
understanding of constituent interests.
Second, descriptive representation can
enhance substantive representation in
contexts when group constituencies have
not yet engaged in the internal delibera-
tion needed to clarify their own interests.
In these contexts of “uncrystallized inter-
ests,” descriptive representatives can look
to the background experience they share
with constituents for guidance on constit-
uent interests in particular policy issues.
Mansbridge’s answer is contingent on
contexts because descriptive representa-
tion does carry costs, such as the cost of
group essentialism. It is only when, on
balance, its contributions to legitimacy
outweigh these costs that it is justified
(Mansbridge 1999b).

The theoretical interest of descriptive
representation lies not only in the possi-
bility of justifying it normatively (a pos-
sibility that, until fairly recently, most
normative theorists had rejected), but also
in the ways it forces us to revise our under-
standing of mechanisms of accountability
within a legitimate system of democratic
representation. Descriptive represen-
tation in the context of uncrystallized
interests unsettles the standard principal-
agent model of political representation
by eliminating the representative’s direct
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communication with and accountabil-
ity to constituents as necessary condi-
tions of legitimate representation. What
does the important work in this model is
the moment of selection: if constituents
have judged well about the representa-
tive’s capacity and inclination to draw on
shared experience to inform positions on
policy matters, sanctioning mechanisms
of accountability will not add to the rep-
resentative’s effectiveness in represent-
ing their interests (Mansbridge 1999b; see
also Mansbridge 2009a).

Mansbridge developed these insights
into a new taxonomy of political rep-
resentation in her 2003 APSR article,
“Rethinking Representation.” She begins
from a conceptual and normative analysis
of the traditional “promissory model” of
representation, a principal-agent model
in which the agent (representative) is
held accountable to the principal (con-
stituents) through the threat of sanctions.
In this model, voters elect a representa-
tive based on his or her promises during
elections, and then reward or punish the
representative in the next election based
on whether or not the promises were ful-
filled. Without dismissing the relevance
of this model, Mansbridge shows that it
does not capture other empirically exist-
ing forms of representation that can be
modeled theoretically and normatively.
She specifies three such models of rep-
resentation: “anticipatory,” “gyroscopic,”
and “surrogate.” Three important les-
sons from this new taxonomy stand
out for our understanding of the demo-
cratic legitimacy of political representa-
tion. First, in different ways, the ideal
forms of anticipatory, gyroscopic, and
surrogate representation contribute to
democratic legitimacy through delib-
erative more than aggregative processes.
Second, although none of the new mod-
els of representation depends on electoral
accountability as expressed in the prom-
issory model, each can, in its idealized
form, enhance the democratic legitimacy
of representation as judged by aggrega-
tive and deliberative criteria. Third, we
should think of the democratic legiti-
macy of political representation in sys-
temic rather than dyadic terms. In more
recent work, Mansbridge has further
developed the idea of representation as
a systemic phenomenon, selection-based
rather than sanction-based models of
representation, forms of deliberative
accountability in political representation,
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and the role of informal representatives
in democratic orders (Mansbridge 2009a;
Mansbridge 2011).

It is difficult to overstate the impor-
tance of Mansbridge’s work for the theo-
retical and empirical study of political
representation. Her analysis of descrip-
tive and surrogate representation has
had a tremendous impact on empiri-
cal research on the legislative repre-
sentation of women and minorities.
“Rethinking Representation” is currently
one of the “Top 50” articles published
in the American Political Science Review,
the discipline’s highest-impact journal
(APSA 2012). Moreover, Mansbridge’s
new conceptual models of representa-
tion displace traditional principal-agent
models, and with them the distinction
between “delegate” and “trustee” models
of representation that have prevailed in
theoretical discussions of representation
since Hanna Pitkin’s classic work, The
Concept of Representation (1972). Finally,
Mansbridge’s insights into the systemic,
deliberative, and informal features of
political representation provide promis-
ing bridges between democratic theory
within a nation-state model and the pos-
sibilities for democratizing transnational
and global political systems (see, e.g.,
Dryzek and Stevenson 2011).

THE DELIBERATIVE SYSTEM

As Mansbridge showed in Why We Lost
the ERA, the tendency of social move-
ments to become insular, homogeneous,
and doctrinally narrow is the down side of
the politics of ideas that develops within
those movements. From the standpoint
of the democratic legitimacy of a political
order as a whole, however, the politics of
ideas that unfolds in movement enclaves
is vital. For groups that have been denied
power in the public deliberative spaces of
a polity, relatively closed spaces of free
discussion are essential to the clarifica-
tion of common group interests and the
formulation of the political language
through which they resist unjust struc-
tures of power. It was in such spaces that
the idea that “the personal is political”
led feminists to demand laws against
marital rape, domestic violence, and
sexual harassment. Political enclaves are
essential not only for the sense of empow-
erment that they build among their mem-
bers, but also as sources of the critique
of power that every democracy needs.
Although democratic action requires the
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use of coercive power, for that power to
become relatively legitimate it must also
be constantly resisted (Mansbridge 1994).

The impact of the political ideas that
emerge from enclave politics, however,
goes far beyond their influence in shap-
ing the state’s exercise of coercive power
through the rule of law. Mansbridge’s
seminal article, “Everyday Talk in the
Deliberative System,” shows how new
political ideas generated by activists
in political enclaves are diffused into
wider social discourse (1999a; see also
Mansbridge and Flaster 2007). When
these ideas resonate with nonactivists,
they are picked up in the “everyday talk”
through which ordinary people negoti-
ate micro-level power relations. Using
examples from the feminist movement,
Mansbridge shows how nonactivists use
such terms as “male chauvinist” to resist
traditional gender roles in the workplace
and family, thus becoming, on a micro-
level, “everyday activists” (Mansbridge
19993; see also Mansbridge and Flaster
2007). Over time, the diffusion of ideas
from enclaves to everyday talk generates
real social change with practical con-
sequences, although it is never filtered
through official political decision-making
institutions.

Mansbridge acknowledges that the
change so produced may be good or bad
from the standpoint of democratic com-
mitments (Mansbridge 1999a, 221). Her
central purpose in drawing attention
to it is to argue for a significant revi-
sion to deliberative democratic theory.
Deliberative theory recognizes the contri-
bution of ideas generated in civil society,
social movements, the media, and so on—
what Habermas calls the “informal pub-
lic sphere”—to deliberation in the public
institutions that issue binding decisions
backed by the coercive power of the state.
But it does not recognize the free-stand-
ing importance of deliberative processes
issuing societal decisions that occur over
time as a majority of the members of a
society adopt new norms and practices. As
in the ERA movement, but on a societal
scale, these are “decisions by accretion,”
without clear decisional points and with-
out being consciously structured as deci-
sion-making processes (Mansbridge 1986;
Mansbridge et al. 2012). Yet the societal
consequences of such decisions can be
every bit as important as the decisions
made in formal political institutions—
and sometimes more. Thus, a theory that
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seeks to provide standards for judging the
legitimacy or illegitimacy of a society as
a whole should include “everyday talk”
in its account of democratic deliberation.
In doing so, Mansbridge argues, it should
reconceive deliberative processes as an
interactive and dynamic system in which
decisions and deliberations occurring in
one part affect the decisions and delibera-
tions in one or more other parts, contrib-
uting to the overall consequences for the
society as a whole.

In her most recent example of “delib-
erative coauthorship,” Mansbridge led a
group of leading deliberative theorists in
developing the idea of deliberative sys-
tems and advancing deliberative theory’s
original ambition “to provide a normative
and empirical account of the democratic
process as a whole” (Mansbridge et al.
2012, 24). The aim is to move beyond the
first phase of deliberative theory, which
developed the normative ideal of delibera-
tion and its connection to political legiti-
macy, and the second phase, which turned
to the empirical study of and practical
experiments in deliberative democracy. A
limitation of the second phase is its focus
on discrete instances of deliberation in
specific institutional settings. The advan-
tage of a systemic approach is that ide-
ally it can map the relationship between
formal and informal political spaces in
generating normatively desirable (or
undesirable) system-level outcomes. This
important agenda-setting work prom-
ises the further advantage of enabling
the analysis of deliberative processes on
very large scales, both within and beyond
territorial states. Mansbridge and her
colleagues take the first steps toward
fulfilling the agenda by specifying key
functions of ideal deliberative systems—
epistemic, ethical, and democratic—and
signaling common system failures. Taken
together, their proposals offer a rich array
of theoretical and empirical questions for
scholars to explore in further develop-
ing a systemic approach. Although it is
not surprising that the author of Beyond
Adversary Democracy, so influential in
ushering in the first phase of deliberative
theory, should also be at the forefront of
its third phase, it is nonetheless an occa-
sion for gratitude.

Looking back on Mansbridge’s career
to date, one can only be struck by the
remarkable systematicity and coher-
ence of her work as a whole. As with
any major thinker, the evolution of her
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ideas is marked by both continuity and
change. Ideas present in nuce in Beyond
Adversary Democracy and Why We Lost
the ERA have developed into complex
theoretical models that open new ave-
nues of research for empirical political
scientists, modelers, and normative theo-
rists. Reflecting on her goals in writing
her first book, Mansbridge remarks, “I
wanted to make an “exploded diagram”
of the theory of participatory democracy,
like the one I was using at the time to fix
my car: I wanted to put pressure on the
system” (Rouyer 2010, 148—49; see also
Mansbridge 1980, xii). Democratic politi-
cal orders are, to a significant degree, the
accumulated achievement of human inge-
nuity. As scholars, rather than mechanics,
one of our key tasks is to make accessible
to human understanding the inner work-
ings of our political orders, but we also
carry a normative responsibility to shed
light on how to make these work bet-
ter. By putting ceaseless pressure on the
systems of thought by which we make
empirical and normative sense of the
democratic project, Jane Mansbridge has
contributed immeasurably to this two-
sided, and common, task.
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