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This paper aims at sketching a conception of political representation that could fit into the 
deliberative model of democracy. My main argument is that a plural system of representation 
would be more appropriate to deliberative norms than the monolithic system that exists in 
most liberal democracies, especially two of these norms: the inclusion of the many in the 
deliberative process and the predominance of public reason. By “plural system of 
representation”, I mean a system in which the people would be represented by several 
institutions, each of them authorized by the citizens, acting and speaking in their name, but 
embodying a different part of their identities and social roles. As an illustration, I will draw on 
a specific historical experience of plural representation, 1848 revolutionary France, and on an 
ideology that is closely related to this experience, the federalism of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. I 
will try to show that this alternative conception of representation can effectively enhance the 
inclusion of citizens in the decision-making processes and the public use of reason by those 
who are in charge. 
 
I. Deliberation and representation 
 
Deliberative democracy was largely invented (most notably by Rawls and Habermas) as an 
alternative to the conception of democracy that was dominant then: a neo-schumpeterian, 
realist, descriptive conception of democracy, which relied heavily on the institutions of 
representative government to realize its minimal values. As such, the question of 
representation has mostly been set aside by deliberativists: the legitimacy of a decision comes 
from the discussion process that had preceded it, not by the way policy-makers had been 
chosen. If representation is a talking for, an acting for, a standing for, then deliberation and 
representation do not have anything to do with each other: for deliberativists, the question is 
not who you are talking for, but what you are saying. Deliberation is an exchange of 
arguments, not a contest about who has the better proof that he speaks in the name of others.  
 
This refusal to take into account representation has led to two different positions among 
deliberativists: some of them consider that the important thing is that a real deliberation 
between legislators precedes the decision, without questioning the way the body of legislators 
is composed and the quality of deliberation in the public space; some others consider that the 
important thing is to have a real large debate in society itself, a systemic deliberation, without 
questioning the link between the public space and the actual process of decision-making. In 
order to discuss the proper institutional arrangement that would link these two aspects of 
deliberation, one needs a new concept of representation: indeed, if representation is 
considered as the election of legislators, then deliberation in society and deliberation between 
legislators are only linked during electoral periods. But no mechanism of representation is 
provided to link the two between two elections. 
 
Two solutions that use representation are usually given to promote deliberation both among 
legislators, among citizens and between legislators and citizens between two elections. The 
first one is introducing elements of direct democracy in the process of decision-making, by 
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multiplying referendums. The second one is the development of mechanisms of permanent 
accountability, in which legislators are continuously judged by citizens. But these solutions 
have a common problem: they heavily rely on massive and permanent participation by 
average citizens. The system remains divided between legislators and citizens, the former 
being professionals and the latter having neither real incentive nor time to participate. Plural 
representation is a third solution, less radical since it does not imply a continuous intervention 
of average citizens: it is based on a permanent public deliberation between representatives of 
different kinds, whose conflicts can be solved only by a call to the people. In this conception, 
the question of representation becomes a major issue: when deliberation does not lead to a 
consensus, the validity of an argument becomes dependant on the representative quality of the 
persons defending it; and the last judge being the people itself, deliberation in society remains 
an important feature, but not permanently, just on the occasion of specific deliberations. 
 
 
II. Plural representation in 1848 and federalism 
 
In order to illustrate the idea of plural representation, I will draw on an historical event: the 
revolution of 1848 in France. The main reason this period is interesting is because of its 
importance for the definition of democracy in France: it is the first time universal male 
suffrage is used in an election, the participation (both in elections and in other political 
activities) is massive, and there is a real reflexivity about what should be democratic and 
republican institutions. Between the revolution of February 24th and the installation of an 
elected Assembly on May 4th, several institutions speak and act in the name of the people: the 
Provisional Government, elected by acclamation on the February barricades; the National 
Guard, open to all male adults and democratically organized; the clubist movement, 
composed by dozens of democratic clubs and newspapers, progressively centralized; and the 
Luxembourg Commission, composed by delegates elected by the Parisian workers. In this 
situation, citizens are therefore represented by several institutions that embody a specific 
aspect of their citizenship: citizens of the State, deliberating citizens, citizens in arms, 
working citizens.  
 
In each institution of representation, average citizens can vote and exert a control over their 
representatives. But the interesting part is the relation between representatives of different 
kinds. Since none of these institutions can be said to be the real incarnation of the sovereign 
people, any conflict leads to a dead-end that forces the representatives to engage a public 
debate in order to convince the citizens that their opinion should prevail. No majority rule 
between representatives can function and put an end to the debates, since the different 
representatives belong to separated institutions, so there is a need for an external arbitrator: 
the people itself. The way it is done deserves a description, through an example: when the 
Provisional Government wants to call the army back in Paris, it finds the club movement and 
the Luxembourg delegates radically opposed to that prospect. These representatives use their 
position to engage a public deliberation on that topic, but the Provisional Government keeps 
its position. So the clubists and the workers organize a demonstration on March 17th to 
convince the Provisional Government. Since the demonstration is massive, it is supposed to 
show that the position defended by the clubs and the workers’ delegates is actually the choice 
of the people, forcing the Provisional Government to stop its project.  
 
This combination of deliberation, representation and call to the people is characteristic of 
what I call plural representation. But as such, it is not a desirable system: its lack of 
institutionalisation creates a perpetual risk of chaos and instrumentalisation by stakeholders. 
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In June 1848, it actually led to an insurrection, which is not a very nice perspective. So we 
have to turn to more complex conceptions of plural representation. One of them is of 
particular interest, since it was elaborated with regard to the 1848 revolution: the federalism 
of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Contrary to forms of federalism that will become dominant in the 
20th century, Proudhon believes that federalism should not be unitary, but plural. Political 
entities (cities, regions, countries) should not be the only ones to federalize; in particular, 
economic units (workshops, factories, stores, but also consumers) should federalize too. 
Federalism, as a system of democratic centralization “from below”, should happen in every 
social function. And in order to avoid creating an impenetrable barrier between branches, 
deliberative institutions should be created on every level in which representatives of different 
kind could engage in public debates. This integrally federalist conception of democracy is a 
good first step to think plural representation today. 
 
 
III. Citizenship and public reason in a plural representative system 
 
As a conclusion, I want to argue that from a normative point of view, plural representation has 
four main advantages. The first one is that it creates a symbolic rotation of power: every 
representative is both a representative in its own institution and a represented when it comes 
to other institutions. Thus this realizes what is considered since Aristotle an important feature 
of democratic systems, which does not exist in institutional systems where elected legislators 
are the only ones to represent the sovereign.  
 
The second normative advantage of plural representation is that it gives a strong incentive to 
publicity, justification and the use of reason in the process of decision-making. In 
democracies where representation is unitary, deliberation can easily be replaced by 
negotiations between professional politicians and stakeholders. Since legislators only have to 
account to citizens during electoral periods, they can follow different norms between them. 
But when several institutions share the power, one has to publicly justify its position, 
especially when there is no consensus and a call to the people is needed. 
 
The third advantage is that a plural representation creates a structural need for popular 
participation, in case we have to solve an argument between different institutions. But it does 
not require this participation to be neither permanent nor continuous: the participation should 
occur only when a strong disagreement between representative institutions renders it 
inevitable. 
 
Finally, this kind of plural representation creates a plural conception of citizenship. Whereas 
being represented by two legislative assemblies, a government, a regional institution and a 
municipality, for example, is certainly a source of plurality, it always calls to the same kind of 
citizenship, strictly territorial. On the contrary, being represented as an inhabitant of a 
territory, but also as a worker, as a fighter or as a deliberator, triggers different political 
identities. By making citizenship plural, it allows the citizens to choose freely which identities 
should prevail in which cases and to develop a richer political activity. 
 
Drawing on this, I can advocate that from a deliberative democrat point of view, plural 
representation is more desirable than the unitary representation that characterizes 
representative governments. The question of the best institutions to realize this plural 
representation remains open to debate. 


