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Democracy, Compromise and the
Representation Paradox: Coalition
Government and Political Integrity

THE BRITISH GENERAL ELECTION OF MAY 2010 FAILED TO DELIVER ANY

party a parliamentary majority. Consequently, no single party could
form a government without a degree of support from one or more
other parties.2 Two options were potentially possible: either one of
the two largest parties – the Conservatives or, less plausibly, Labour –
could form a minority government with sufficient passive support
from other parties to get their budget approved, or one or other of
them could enter into a coalition with one or more other parties. The
former option, of a ‘confidence and supply agreement’, suggests
minimal concessions. Such deals imply that the other parties need
only support those policies they agree with or have no reason to
disagree with. However, that condition may constrain the govern-
ment so much as to force it into inaction and so has generally proved
unstable and short lived. By contrast, the latter option of a coalition
promises greater stability because those involved become partners in

1 I’m grateful to Christine Reh and Sandra Kröger for their written comments on
an earlier version, to discussions at the workshop at the Vienna School of International
Studies, and to Rüdiger Bittner and Véronique Zanetti of the University of Bielefeld
and other participants at the Conference on Moral Compromise they organized in
February 2012. It also served as the basis for the plenary address to the 2012 conference
of the Portuguese Political Science Association and a Public Lecture at the Hertie
School of Governance, Berlin, as part of their lecture series ‘Moral Challenges in a
Globalizing World – Ethics and Public Policy’. I wish to thank João Rosas and Claus
Offe for organizing these events.

2 There are 650 seats in the UK Parliament. The Conservatives won 307 seats (with
36.1% of the national vote), Labour 258 (with 29%), the Liberal Democrats 57 (with
23%), the Democratic Unionist Party 8, the Scottish National Party 6 and Others 14
(with 11.9%). For details see http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/election2010/results/.

bs_bs_banner

Government and Opposition, Vol. 47, No. 3, pp. 441–465, 2012
doi:10.1111/j.1477-7053.2012.01370.x

© The Author 2012. Government and Opposition © 2012 Government and Opposition Ltd
Published by Blackwell Publishing, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main
Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.



government and must settle on a joint programme.3 However, it
thereby requires all sides to compromise and concede something to
the others. Not only must favoured policies that are unacceptable to
the coalition partners be jettisoned, moved down the list of priorities
or watered down, but also it is likely that all partners will have to
accept and actively promote some measures they believe misguided
or even wrong. Potentially, this circumstance puts in question the
political integrity of the politicians involved. The suggestion arises
that to attain office they have betrayed themselves and their parties by
abandoning both their own principles and their undertakings to
their voters. Indeed, the Conservative–Liberal Democrat Coalition
that emerged after the election has attracted precisely this criticism,
with supporters of both parties alleging that in compromising with
each other the politicians have compromised themselves and their
electors. Both parties stand accused of abandoning specific pledges,
on immigration and inheritance tax (in the case of the Conserva-
tives) and on student fees (in the case of the Liberal Democrats) and
of diluting their distinctive ideologies in the process.

My aim is not to explore the rights and wrongs of this episode per
se, but rather to use it to illustrate the nature of political compromise.
Though not unknown,4 minority governments and coalitions are less
common in Britain – at least in national elections – than in most
other democratic systems, where they are the norm rather than the
exception. However, in the spirit of Charles Dickens’s Mr Podsnap,
coalitions have generally been regarded by British political commen-
tators as a feature of ‘other countries’ sadly obliged by their more
proportional electoral systems to ‘do . . . as they do’.5 This conven-
tional Podsnappery holds coalition government to be defective pre-
cisely because it entails compromises that are thought to be
inherently unprincipled and undemocratic, for it is assumed that
they necessarily involve breaking electoral commitments.6 The

3 As Iain McLean, ‘“England Does Not Love Coalitions”: The Most Misused Politi-
cal Quotation in the Book’, Government and Opposition, 47: 1 (2012), p. 8, notes, the
mean duration of minority governments in the UK is 17.9 months compared to 43.4 for
coalitions and 50.5 for majority administrations.

4 See McLean, ‘“England Does Not Love Coalitions”’, p. 7.
5 Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1971 (first pub-

lished 1864–65), book 1, chapter 11, p. 179.
6 See A. Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy, New York, Harper and Row, 1957,

p. 156.
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possibility for ‘uncompromising’ politics provided by the British plu-
rality voting system is deemed an advantage rather than a defect,
therefore: one of the ways ‘this Island was Blest . . . to the Direct
Exclusion of such Other Countries . . . as there may happen to be’.7

In what follows, I shall challenge that view by defending the sorts of
compromise that coalition government entails as both principled and
democratic.

Compromise is an ambiguous term, and evokes positive as well as
negative connotations. Deployed negatively, as in the standard criti-
cism of coalitions, it conjures a picture of democratic politics and
politicians more generally as unprincipled and untrustworthy. From
this perspective, to compromise is to compromise oneself by falling
short of one’s professed standards.8 Politicians compromise because
they are prepared to do anything to enjoy the perquisites of office.
Deployed positively, however, it describes an admirable willingness to
include and respect the concerns of others. From this perspective, to
compromise is to hear (and hearken to) the other side.9 Compromise
may even render a policy both better and more democratic by
benefiting from, and appealing to, a broader range of perspectives
from within the political community.10

On the negative account, any post-electoral compromise entails
going back on the pledges politicians made to the voters, in order to
do a deal with those whom they had hitherto opposed. As a result, its
democratic credentials seem poor. Compromise appears most coher-
ent and acceptable the more minimal and instrumental it is. To
retain their political integrity, therefore, politicians should only make
pragmatic concessions to achieve as much of their programme as
possible.11 In particular, the ends and principles that motivate a given

7 Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, pp. 179–80. Though, to be fair, others also see merit
in the arrangement – see M. Duverger, ‘Which is the Best Electoral System?’, in
B. Grofman and A. Ljphart (eds), Choosing an Electoral System, New York, Praeger, 1984,
p. 33.

8 e.g. J. Morley, On Compromise, London, Macmillan, 1896, pp. 226–8.
9 e.g. Colin Bird, ‘Mutual Respect and Neutral Justification’, Ethics, 107 (1996)

p. 92 l; and David Wong, ‘Coping with Moral Conflict and Ambiguity’, Ethics, 102
(1992), p. 779.

10 J. P. Dobel, Compromise and Political Action: Political Morality in Liberal Democratic
Life, Savage, MD, Rowman and Littlefield, 1990, p. 80.

11 Simon May, ‘Principled Compromise and the Abortion Controversy’, Philosophy
and Public Affairs, 33: 4 (2005), pp. 317–48.
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political vision – such as their view of the rights and obligations of
individuals towards society at large – should be kept out of politics so
far as they can. They provide side constraints on any compromise, for
a compromise is morally acceptable to the extent these ends are not
themselves compromised. By contrast, on the positive account, com-
promise cannot be entirely pragmatic. There must be some appre-
ciation of the moral vision of those with whom one compromises for
any agreement to be possible. As a result, compromise has to be
moral in both substantive and procedural terms. Certain complemen-
tarities between core moral commitments must be found as a basis for
the compromise, and the means of doing so must be motivated by an
acceptance of the legitimacy of disagreement.

The positive as well as the negative view has been evident in
assessments of the Coalition.12 Although the two Coalition party
leaders tend to employ the negative view when talking to their own
supporters, they resort to the positive view when appealing to each
other. In the first case, they suggest that compromise is a regrettable
necessity but has been kept to a minimum.13 In the second case, they
argue that compromise has offered an opportunity to combine the
best of both parties’ visions.14 Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson

12 e.g. P. Hunt, ‘Tory–Lib Dem Coalition: Now for the Difficult Part’, 11 May 2010,
at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/election_2010/8676216.stm.

13 e.g. Nick Clegg’s speech to party workers at the National Liberal Club, ‘One Year
In: Coalition and Liberal Politics’, 11 May 2011, http://www.libdems.org.uk/latest
_news_detail.aspx?title=One_Year_In:_Coalition_and_Liberal_Politics_-_Nick_Clegg’s
_speech_to_mark_the_first_anniversary_of_the_Coalition&pPK=b06a3476-8433-42d4-
83f7-cbcba784f4b5, where he seeks to rebut ‘the “broken promises” charge’ against
coalition politics ‘that parties will be unable to deliver the policies in their manifestoes,
because of the necessary compromises that take place’ (i.e. we have delivered some
Liberal Democrat policies and stopped some Conservative ones). Likewise, Prime
Minister David Cameron deployed the negative view in answering criticisms from his
own side of the first year of the Coalition government by remarking, ‘we’ve all had to
make compromises’ (i.e. Liberal Democrats and not just Conservatives), BBC inter-
view, 20 June 2011, at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-13847445.

14 Significantly, the one reference to compromise in the Coalition Agreement itself
is to deny the negative view and to appeal to the positive, where the leaders state in
their joint preface that ‘we have found in this coalition that our visions are not
compromised by working together; they are strengthened and enhanced’, in The
Coalition: Our Programme for Government, at http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/sites/
default/files/resources/coalition_programme_for_government.pdf, p. 7.
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have related the negative and positive views of compromise to the
campaigning and governing mindsets, and there is a degree of truth
in that observation.15 However, I wish to argue that even in a cam-
paign the positive view is the more coherent and democratic of the
two. The negative view only proves tenable in a limited, and increas-
ingly unusual, set of circumstances.

In terms of my somewhat stylized depiction of the options follow-
ing the 2010 UK election, it might appear that the negative view of
compromise coincides more with ‘the confidence and supply agree-
ment’ and the positive account more with the eventual Coalition. To
some extent, that impression proves well founded. As I shall attempt
to show below, the Coalition Agreement probably would not have
been possible without at least some elements of the positive view
being adopted by the actors involved. However, it is not my intention
to defend Coalition government as morally superior to majority or
minority government, let alone to suggest that this Coalition pro-
vided the best possible outcome for the 2010 election. I simply wish to
defend the positive view as the most normatively appealing way to
tackle the compromises that most people accept form an inevitable
part of political life. After all, even a party enjoying a parliamentary
majority may need to compromise with certain factions on its own
side to get particularly contentious measures through. Yet the nega-
tive view will always regard such compromises as regrettable and
slightly dirty. By contrast, the positive view will treat them as part and
parcel of a pluralist and democratic society, in which disagreement
and diversity are facts of life. I do not deny that parties can be divided
in ways that make the positive approach impossible and that there are
dirty and even rotten compromises.16 Nevertheless, pace the negative
view, I shall argue that compromises are more likely to prove unsat-
isfactory and unsavoury the more they are tackled from the negative
as opposed to the positive perspective.

The central claim is that the negative view of compromise rests on
a misconception of the democratic process. It latches on to certain
apparent paradoxes in the notion of compromising that reflect
those posed by democratic theory more generally, and within

15 A. Gutmann and D. Thompson, ‘The Mindsets of Political Compromise’, Per-
spectives on Politics, 8: 4 (2010), pp. 1125–43.

16 See Avishai Margalit, On Compromise and Rotten Compromises, Princeton, Princeton
University Press, 2009.
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representative democracy in particular. However, the negative view’s
favoured approach – of minimal compromise – actually compounds
rather than resolves these dilemmas. At the heart of the problem lies
what I shall call the ‘representation paradox’, which parallels the
paradox in the theory of democracy noted many years ago by Richard
Wollheim.17 Wollheim’s paradox consisted of the dilemma of a com-
mitted democrat who believes A ought to be done when the demo-
cratic majority holds that B ought to be done, and thereby finds him
or herself believing that both A and B ought to be done, even if A and
B are incompatible with each other.18 The representation paradox
develops this point further and has two aspects: the first on the side
of the represented, the second on that of the representative.19 With
regard to the represented, compromise suggests that voters are
potentially not simply caught between being committed to the view
they may have voted for, on the one hand, and the process of demo-
cratic voting, on the other, as Wollheim observed. They are also
caught between the views that the representative they voted for
pledged to uphold on their behalf and the views he or she actually
puts into practice. As a result, the represented may feel that their vote
truly counts for nothing. Meanwhile, representatives can find them-
selves having been elected to do one thing – and presumably believ-
ing that policy to be the right one – yet having to do something else.
In each case, the fact of compromise arguably compromises the
integrity of both the agents involved – the citizen in the first case and
the politician in the second.

I shall set about dissolving this paradox as follows. In the first sec-
tion I criticize the paradoxical position implied by the negative view
whereby compromises are more likely to be principled if they are
pragmatically motivated and moral principles and ends are excluded
as far as possible from the compromise. According to this line of

17 R. Wollheim, ‘A Paradox in the Theory of Democracy’, in P. Laslett and W. G.
Runciman (eds), Philosophy, Politics and Society, second series, Oxford, Blackwell, 1967,
pp. 71–87.

18 Wollheim, ‘A Paradox’, p. 84.
19 As will be clear in the third section, I think this is the practical result of the more

general paradox Hannah Pitkin noted in the very concept of representation, which
seeks to re-present those who are not present. See H. Pitkin, ‘Commentary: The
Paradox of Representation’, in Roland J. Pennock and John W. Chapman (eds), Nomos
X: Representation, New York, Atherton, 1968, pp. 38–42; and D. Runciman, ‘The Paradox
of Political Representation’, Journal of Political Philosophy, 15: 1 (2007), pp. 93–114.
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thinking, to compromise on moral grounds risks being incoherent,
suggesting one should think it right to do what one believes to be
wrong, while a compromise of moral ends and principles risks being
either unprincipled or implies moral correction – that both sides have
modified their views because they have come closer to a consensus on
what is morally fairer or more just for them to do, in which case neither
is compromising at all.20 Against this position, I distinguish a ‘shallow’
compromise based on trading and bartering from a ‘deep’ compro-
mise that has the mutual modification of ends and principles at its
core. The first type of compromise can be purely pragmatic and in-
strumental, but it proves difficult for the second type to be so without
involving some moral acceptance of the legitimacy of the different
views involved in the disagreement. However, such acceptance need
not signal incoherence, a lack of principle or moral correction, merely
that both parties find reasons within their own moral views for con-
ceding something to each other. While certain avoidance strategies of
what I call ‘trimming’ and ‘segregation’ may be needed to protect
those areas where no compromise is available, most political compro-
mise cannot but involve the ends and principles of those involved and
have them at its core. For they define the contours of the policies we
favour and the ways they might be traded or bartered. As a result,
compromise will often need to be moral rather than purely pragmatic
in both substance and process, since it will rest on a degree of
reciprocity and mutual recognition between the parties concerned.

The second section then turns to the way in which accepting the
authority of democratic decision-making itself implies such a moral
acceptance of the need for compromise. Indeed, that very moral
acceptance lies behind the standard solution to the Wollheim
paradox. Democracy involves accepting disagreement and distin-
guishing one’s own view as a contribution to that disagreement from
the democratic outcome as a resolution of that disagreement. One
way of characterizing this acceptance is to see democracy as a means
for promoting a fair compromise which accords equal respect and
concern to different views without assuming any consensus between
them. The democratic process arranges compromises between
people who all believe that they are entitled to live by their own
conception of the good but need to reach some collective agree-
ments to do so. The aggregative aspect of democracy suggests that it

20 See May, ‘Principled Compromise and the Abortion Controversy’, pp. 318–20.
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does this in a purely mechanical way, but democracy also has its
deliberative phase. As such, it builds on deep as well as shallow
compromises in order to forge the coalitions needed to win elections,
even in a plurality system.

The third section then argues that compromise between represen-
tatives becomes more rather than less legitimate the deeper it goes.
The representation paradox derives from a delegatory model of rep-
resentation, which gets caught on the horns of Wollheim’s dilemma
and allows at best for the shallowest of compromises. On this account,
representatives are tied to specific policy commitments to which they
should stick as far as possible. The assumption is that deep compro-
mise only proves possible on the trustee model that divorces the
compromises of representatives from those of the voters, and enjoys
the most indirect democratic legitimacy. However, if elections are
viewed as being about principles and not just policies, then represen-
tatives may legitimately engage in a deep compromise on the elec-
torate’s behalf, to the extent that their political reasoning reflects the
principled arguments of the voters. This argument rests on a quasi-
pictorial view of representation in which the representative body
roughly mirrors the reasoning on political issues found within the
electorate. Given, as I argue in the first section, that keeping faith
with principles allows for more flexibility in compromising than a
commitment to policies does, while – as I show in the second section
– an adherence to democracy itself mandates a willingness to com-
promise, then representatives can legitimately enter deep compro-
mises for their supporters so long as they reason as them. The result
is that coalitions and compromise can be regarded not simply (and
negatively) as normal for democratic politics; they constitute a (posi-
tive) democratic norm.

THE NATURE OF COMPROMISE: SHALLOW AND DEEP

According to the standard definition, compromise involves disagree-
ment between two or more people who need to make a collective
decision, in which all parties settle for less than they believe they are
entitled to.21 So conceived, compromise differs from both a coerced

21 S. May, ‘Moral Compromise, Civic Friendship, and Political Reconciliation’,
Critical Review of Social and Political Philosophy, 14: 5 (2011), pp. 583–5.
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agreement and a consensus. It differs from a coerced agreement in
being voluntary. It may be occasioned by the force of circumstances
making it impossible for politicians to act without cooperating with
others holding different and conflicting views to theirs, but it is
assumed that they always have alternatives or could choose not to act at
all. As we saw in the case of the 2010 UK election, a Conservative-led
Coalition was not the only option, and fresh elections might have been
called. Yet, though consented to, the result does not reflect a consen-
sus because it involves all sides accepting a settlement that falls short of
what they regard as right or good in ways they may feel misguided and
even wrong. Consequently, any compromise involves all concerned
choosing to some degree to hold their noses and to do certain things
they would rather not have done in order to get a collective agreement.
Compromises are interpersonal but also intrapersonal; to compro-
mise with others one must also compromise with oneself.22

Though all compromises share these features, they can take dif-
ferent forms that reflect different motivations. Here too at least one
common feature appears necessary. As Van Parijs notes,23 the condi-
tion for any compromise is Pareto optimality – each party must feel
the compromise is an improvement on the status quo. It would be
hard to imagine them compromising otherwise. Yet, that may suggest
that compromise consists solely of pragmatic, minimal concessions.
For example, a compromise on a coalition is acceptable to the extent
that the parties regard implementing some of their programme as
better than implementing none of it and letting another group
implement theirs. I shall characterize political compromises of this
type as ‘shallow’ and contrast them with ‘deep’ compromises of a
more principled kind.24 In the first type, compromise is instrumental

22 See Chiara Lepora, ‘On Compromise and Being Compromised’, Journal of Politi-
cal Philosophy, 20.1 (2012), pp. 1–22.

23 Philippe Van Parijs, ‘What Makes a Good Compromise?’, in this volume,
pp. 466–80.

24 I have adapted the notion of ‘deep’ compromise from H. S. Richardson, Demo-
cratic Autonomy: Public Reasoning About the Ends of Policy, Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 2002, chapter 11, who contrasts it with a ‘bare’ compromise on p. 146. His
contrast is more or less the same as the one I drew in Liberalism and Pluralism: Towards
a Politics of Compromise, London, Routledge, 1997, chapter 4 between ‘traders’ and
‘negotiators’, but involves a highly fruitful notion of reasoning about ends that I have
sought to develop here. The ‘shallow’/‘deep’ distinction also corresponds in many
ways to Margalit’s distinction between ‘anaemic’ and ‘sanguine’ compromises, Mar-
galit, On Compromise, p. 39.
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and restricted as far as possible to policy issues, in the second type
compromise is moral and involves a degree of mutual respect for, and
accommodation of, the different principles and ends of the parties
involved.

‘Shallow’ compromises involve a trade-off. The simplest trade-off is
to ‘split the difference’. If a buyer is bargaining with a trader in the
market over the price of a hat, he may prefer paying £10 to £20, and
the trader may prefer that he pay £20 rather than £10. However, so
long as the buyer feels paying £15 is better than having no hat, and
the trader sees £15 as better than making no sale, they can compro-
mise simply by splitting the difference.25 Such compromises are
instrumental. The preferences of buyer and trader are largely fixed
and unaffected by the bargaining. The aim is simply to coordinate the
buyer’s desire for a good hat at a low price, with the trader’s desire to
sell his hats at the highest price possible. Such deals reflect the
relative bargaining power of the parties concerned and allow for the
rich tourist buyer to exploit the poor local trader. If the trader’s need
to sell is greater than the buyer’s need for a hat, that may mean that
the concession is not equitable – they might settle at £13, all but
wiping out the trader’s profit. Such trading need not be substantively
moral, therefore. It also need not involve the discussion of moral
notions in the process. Trading assumes a common currency that
allows these compromises to be resolved along one dimension. The
various parties may hold conflicting positions about, say, the exploi-
tation of developing countries by the developed world. But they need
not discuss them openly, or if they do so need not accommodate the
views of the other to compromise. The trader may say (or think),
‘What about my starving wife and kids?’, and the buyer say (or think),
‘You should try selling hats at £13 rather than at £20 – you would do
more business.’ Within the transaction, though, their different posi-
tions are commensurable – each simply has his price.

25 It is sometimes doubted that exchanges such as these, where no principles are
involved, are compromises (e.g. Lepora, ‘On Compromise and Being Compromised’).
For example, suppose I go into a shop and see three hats – one costing £10, another
£15 and a third £20. I may wish to pay £10 for the £20 hat. However, if I settle for the
£15 hat I have not compromised so much as decided that given my bank balance and
hat preferences a £15 is the best hat for me. In my market example, though, I am
assuming that the buyer still thinks the hat is ‘really’ worth only £10 and the seller that
it is ‘really’ worth £20 – in settling on £15 both experience regret, but one they feel they
can live with.
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However, political compromises are invariably multi-dimensional
and involve different and possibly incommensurable currencies.
After all, the idea of politicians being bought practically defines an
‘unprincipled’ compromise. It might, though, still be possible to
barter. In a barter the parties share no common currency, monetary
or otherwise. Suppose Jane barters three apples for John’s two pears.
They may value them for quite different reasons – Jane does not eat
fruit but appreciates their decorative qualities and prefers the shape
of John’s pears to that of her apples, John likes eating fruit and
fancies a change from pears. Yet, even if Jane regards one of her
apples as equivalent to one of John’s pears whereas John thinks his
pears are worth two of her apples, the compromise is possible
because each wants what the other has enough to make concessions.
Likewise, a political compromise may be possible if certain of each
group’s most favoured policies are ones that the other groups feel
less strongly about. In such cases, they too may be able to barter,
including in their common programme, say, the housing policy
favoured by one group and the school policy favoured by another.
Log-rolling classically takes this form. Note, though, that, like
trading, bartering is instrumental and can be both immoral and
amoral. The parties need not attempt to understand each other, nor
need the deal be particularly fair – one party may be at a considerable
advantage to the other and use that advantage to get more than the
other does, whether they deserve to do so or not. All the parties need
do is to discover a point that will satisfy their exogenously defined
preferences sufficiently for each to feel a deal is better than no deal.

However, people tend to support given policies not simply as
matters of ‘pure’ preference – be it mere taste or self-interest – but
also for normative reasons. If the reasons one group have for priori-
tizing housing over schools are different and in conflict with the
reasons the other group have for prioritizing schools over housing,
then even a barter will not be available. For the reason for a group
supporting housing may equally be a reason for their not supporting
schools and vice versa. In these cases, moral principles and ends may
block both trading and barter. Edmund Burke may have believed that
‘all government . . . is founded on compromise and barter,’ yet
remarked ‘none will barter away the immediate jewel of his soul.’26 In

26 E. Burke, ‘Speech on Conciliation with America’ (March 1775), in I. Hampshire-
Monk (ed.), The Political Philosophy of Edmund Burke, Harlow, Longman, 1987, p. 126.
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this case, a shallow instrumental compromise will be impossible
without it turning into a morally reprehensible compromise of the
kind only the most unprincipled would enter into – those who, in
Oscar Wilde’s definition of a cynic, ‘know the price of everything and
the value of nothing’.27

A ‘deep’ compromise may be possible, though. Deep compromises
involve reasoning about principles as well as policies. Individual pref-
erences are not taken as fixed and exogenous, with the aim being to
maximize their satisfaction. Rather, our preferences reflect reasons
that can be modified to accommodate the reasons of others through
the process of debating and negotiating with them. Indeed, it is only
through mutual modifications at the level of principle that a joint
policy position can be built. Say the reasons that Party A has for
prioritizing a certain policy towards schools is a theory about equality
of opportunity that leads its proponents to be opposed to most forms
of welfare redistribution, while Party B sees housing as a priority
precisely because it holds that more welfare-friendly view of equality.
In this situation, any attempt to combine their policies will require
that they also to some degree combine their respective reasoning
about them too. Such a combination can be some way short of a
consensus. Each, though, may be moved to find ways to accommo-
date some of the reasons of the other side that are congruent with
their own reasoning. For example, Party B may not have seen schol-
arships to private schools as the best way of improving the educa-
tional prospects for poorer sections of society, but nonetheless
acknowledge that there is a meritocratic strand to their own line of
reasoning that can accommodate such a policy. Likewise, Party A may
regard certain forms of social housing as akin to a ‘scholarship’ – a
step on the housing ladder for deserving, hard-working families – and
approve increased spending in this area on that basis. In these cases,
compromise becomes possible because neither side is simply adopt-
ing an instrumental and pragmatic approach. Each is attempting to
appreciate to some degree the moral reasoning of the other side by
relating it to similar reasoning of their own. There is a core of
substantive mutual moral appreciation at the heart of the compro-
mise that nonetheless falls short of mutual moral correction or
consensus.

27 Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan (1893) Teddington: The Echo Library, 2007,
Act 3, p. 90.
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‘Shallow’ compromises have elements in common with what Rawls
calls a ‘modus vivendi’, while a ‘deep’ compromise has affinities with
his idea of an ‘overlapping consensus’.28 As with a ‘modus vivendi’ a
shallow compromise depends on a contingent balance of forces
between the parties involved, leading them to rub along together.
But each looks to break the agreement as soon as it is advantageous
to do so. Thus, such arrangements need not be either particularly
equitable or stable. By contrast, a deep compromise involves the
parties showing a degree of equal concern and respect for each
other. They seek to acknowledge and accommodate the views of the
others. Yet, unlike Rawls’s ‘overlapping consensus’, such agreements
remain within, and are sustained by, politics. Rawls believed that
political interaction depended on removing certain basic principles
from the sphere of political debate as common ground rules.29 By
contrast, these rules can be seen as the continuing focus of ongoing
political compromise. For example, Liberal Democrats and Conser-
vatives disagree about constitutional rights and the electoral system
and, as we shall see, had to reach a compromise on both in the
Coalition Agreement.

The option of a minority government, as described at the start of
this article, can be built round a shallow compromise. Each party to
it can adopt purely instrumental reasoning. However, it would be a
classic ‘modus vivendi’ and prone to unravel fairly quickly as soon as
one of the parties believed it electorally advantageous to opt out. To
avoid this possibility, the Coalition Agreement had as a central plank
a commitment by both parties to govern together for a full parlia-
mentary term. However, to make that credible, they had to forge a
common programme of government, for which a deep compromise
became necessary. Thus, the Coalition Agreement begins by enun-
ciating three shared principles – freedom, fairness and responsibility
– that provided the common ground for their programme. Yet, as
has become clear in debates over reform of the National Health
Service (NHS), the parties diverge considerably in their interpreta-
tion of them. However, because each accepted that reference to
these principles creates valid reasons for a given policy proposal, it
became possible for each side to make mutual concessions at the

28 J. Rawls, Political Liberalism, New York, Columbia University Press, 1993,
pp. 146–8.

29 Ibid., p. 161. For a critique see Bellamy, Liberalism and Pluralism, pp. 52–66.
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level of policy.30 For instance, there is a common language of dis-
persing power away from the centre and upholding the rights of
individuals against the state. This allowed the parties to adopt the
Conservative’s policies of planned cuts in public sector spending,
welfare to work programmes and other measures that sought to
reduce state interference and promote market initiatives. However,
it also supported the Liberal Democrat policies that emphasized
local democracy and control, such as improving the voice of patients
in NHS decisions, and even the pupil premium for disadvantaged
children, which goes directly to schools rather than via local educa-
tion authorities and could be seen in a similar meritocratic light to
Conservative policies for fostering entrepreneurship. Analogous
overlapping reasoning allowed Conservatives to postpone their pre-
ferred tax cut of raising the threshold for inheritance tax to priori-
tize the Liberal Democrats’ favoured policy of raising the threshold
for income tax.

Of course, there may be areas that prove not to be amenable to
either a shallow or a deep compromise. In these cases, the parties
will seek to find ways of agreeing to disagree by adopting strategies of
‘trimming’ or ‘segregation’. Trimming involves reducing the expres-
sion of dissent to a level that allows for coexistence. In the Coalition
Agreement between the Liberal Democrats and Conservatives, for
example, the strategy of ‘trimming’ was adopted for marriage/civil
partnership tax breaks, the commissioning of nuclear power stations
and higher education funding. In these areas, Liberal Democrat MPs
can abstain in parliamentary votes and speak but not vote against
government policy, thereby making it possible that these measures
will pass while allowing the MPs to voice and maintain their opposi-
tion to them. The Liberal Democrats also dropped their opposition
to replacing the Trident missile-based nuclear weapons programme
but were allowed to propose alternatives. Likewise, segregation seeks
to isolate the issue from the rest of the programme, either by
handing it over to a third party or postponing it altogether. The
Coalition government set up some 11 ‘independent’ commissions to

30 David Laws, 22 Days in May: The Birth of the Lib Dem–Conservative Coalition,
London, Biteback, 2010, pp. 117–18, describes the bargaining and trading as being
remarkably easy, but it emerges from his narrative that this depended on considerable
moral agreement in these areas, with ‘bottom line’ commitments lying largely outside
the deals.
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review various policies, from the possible drafting of a British Bill of
Rights to the review of public sector pensions, with the aim of pro-
viding a non-partisan (as opposed to a bi-partisan) view of a poten-
tially contentious policy. The Liberal Democrats’ proposal of the
alternative vote system was initially a trimming of their preference
for proportional representation. They had hoped that this move
might enable a barter or trade-off with the Conservatives in
exchange for their proposal to redraw constituency boundaries,
since both could be justified (albeit on different grounds) as making
votes fairer.31 However, the decision to put it to a referendum oper-
ated as a segregating device in handing that decision to the elector-
ate rather than Parliament and allowing MPs of each party to
campaign on either side. The debt crisis also allowed certain costly
and potentially divisive policies to be trimmed from the agenda,
notably the Liberal Democrat pledge to abolish student fees, or
segregated and parked until the distant future, such as the Conser-
vatives’ promise on stamp duty. These concessions were presented as
compromises dictated by the economic climate rather than collabo-
ration with another party. and so were not really compromises but a
matter of facing facts.

In describing somewhat summarily the character of the compro-
mise that lies behind the Coalition Agreement, I do not wish either to
criticize or to endorse it, but merely to illustrate what political com-
promise involves. The key feature is that compromise only works to
the extent that participants feel that the compromise policy relates to
principled and other moral reasons they hold. Shallow compromises
can be non-principled, but for that very reason prove elusive. Simi-
larly, trimming and segregation allow participants to avoid changing
their reasons, but they have to be used sparingly or there would be no
common programme at all. At some stage, therefore, compromise
must go deeper and involve mutual changes in the different parties’
reasoning too, so that they can agree on an overlapping substantive
moral core – albeit one that is itself built around a deep compromise.
What I now wish to suggest is that such changes require a democratic
ethos which can be related in its turn to resolving both Wollheim’s
paradox in the theory of democracy and the related representation
paradox.

31 Laws, 22 Days, pp. 101–2.
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DEMOCRACY AS COMPROMISE

The defining circumstances for compromise are the existence of
disagreement in conditions where a collective agreement is desirable
and none of the parties is able to coerce the others into accepting
their own favoured view. These are also the circumstances of demo-
cratic politics. Much as any theory of justice must assume conditions
of relative scarcity, rough equality between the parties involved and
conflicting plans of life, without which a theory of justice would
neither be necessary nor possible,32 so a theory of democracy assumes
disagreement and the need to resolve it in an equitable, uncoerced
manner so as to reach a collective decision.33 We look to a theory of
justice to take moderate scarcity as the normal human condition and
offer an account of how we might divide a pot that will always be
insufficient to meet all the conflicting demands that are made on it.
Wishing that condition away removes the need for a theory of justice
in the first place. Likewise, we need a theory of democratic politics
that takes disagreement about justice as a fact of life and offers an
account of how collective decisions might be legitimately made
despite that situation. Moreover, much as justice also requires certain
conditions that not only make a just decision necessary but possible,
so democracy also assumes a certain rough equality between citizens
so that none can simply impose their view on others, or at least an
acceptance that such an imposition would be illegitimate. These
circumstances not only create the space for democracy, however, but
also render both compromise and the Wollheim paradox inevitable.34

Democracy offers a way of taking collective decisions despite our
disagreements. It does so by recognizing our equal entitlement to
hold different views. As Wollheim observed, the paradox is only
apparent because the view I hold, that A is just, and the view that
results from the democratic machine, that B is just, respond to two
different if complementary questions. The second is the answer to
‘what should we do, given that we disagree on whether policy A or B
is just?’ The first is a response to ‘what do I think is just?’, and is my
contribution to the disagreement.35 Peter Singer has remarked that
accepting a democratic process to resolve this disagreement is ‘a

32 J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1971, pp. 126–30.
33 J. Waldron, Law and Disagreement, Oxford, Oxford University Press,1999, p. 247.
34 Ibid.
35 Wollheim, ‘A Paradox’, pp. 85–7.
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paradigm of a fair compromise’.36 That view needs some qualifica-
tion. If democracy involves a shared conception of fairness, then
acceptance of democracy is not itself a matter of compromise.
Instead, there is a consensus that democracy is a fair way of settling
disagreements. At best, it provides a moral side constraint on com-
promise – that when we vote on whether to accept a compromise, say,
we will adopt a democratic procedure.37 However, a more plausible
version of Singer’s formulation arises if democracy is seen as a mech-
anism that allows for compromise through being a process charac-
terized by mutual respect whereby each seeks to respond to the views
of others without giving up their own. In submitting to the process,
no voter need change their views or concede to others. There is an
acceptance that all are entitled to disagree and that we must reach
collective agreements in ways that respect our disagreements. We can
term this the underlying ethos of democracy.

Joseph Carens argues that ‘in a democracy people should make
concessions to their opponents even when the concessions are not
needed to create a majority.’38 That goes too far. As Simon May has
pointed out, the mere fact of moral disagreement need not of itself
give a moral reason to compromise.39 I can hold a reasonable view
with which I acknowledge others can reasonably disagree, but unless
they can offer clear reasons for me altering my view – which would
not be compromise but moral correction – I have no moral reason to
seek a mutually satisfactory compromise. For, there can be no reason
to regard the compromise view as more reasonable than the one I
hold – it will be no less subject to reasonable disagreement. Nor
should I feel morally obliged to compromise for reasons of mutual
respect. So long as my view respects democratic norms and the right
of others to hold different reasonable views to mine, then if a majority
favours my position I am entitled to make it policy without conceding
anything to the minority.40 However, that does not mean compromise

36 P. Singer, Democracy and Disobedience, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1974,
p. 32.

37 May, ‘Moral Compromise’, p. 585.
38 Joseph Carens, ‘Compromise in Politics’, in J. Ronald Pennock and John

Chapman (eds), Nomos XXI: Compromise in Ethics, Law, and Politics, New York, New
York University Press, 1979, p. 135. See, too, Dobel, Compromise and Political Action,
p. 80.

39 May, ‘Principled Compromise and the Abortion Controversy’, pp. 339–40.
40 Ibid., pp. 340–2.
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is purely pragmatic, as May contends. First, as we saw in the last
section, when circumstances make compromise pragmatically neces-
sary, we have reason to compromise in a way that is principled. It is
not just that principles provide side-constraints on compromise, they
must form part of the compromise. In such cases, the democratic
ethos of respecting disagreement involves more than an acceptance
of fair and neutral procedures and requires reciprocal concessions.
Second, there may be no reasonable resolution of conflicting values
other than one achieved by a process of mutual accommodation. This
situation can arise in cases of what Nagel calls the ‘fragmentation of
value’ in which there are decisive and sufficient normative reasons for
two or more courses of action between values that are incomparable
because they stem from irreducibly different bases.41 The likelihood
of this circumstance occurring increases in complex and pluralist
societies, where social differentiation and ethnic diversity means that
citizens bring very different perspectives and life experiences to bear
on a problem and are apt to weigh it in different ways. Finding room
for all these values may not be possible, and the only reasonable
moral response to this practical dilemma may be to appeal to the
democratic ethos and seek a compromise under fair conditions. This
response cannot be regarded as seeking the ‘best’ balance of views
through mutual moral correction, because no such ‘optimal’ position
exists – or at least is accessible to us given the limits of practical
reason. Instead, citizens and politicians morally respond to the fact of
pluralism through a politics that accords with the democratic ethos.
So-called non-majoritarian electoral systems, that is those systems that
use some form of PR rather than plurality voting and even institu-
tionalize proportionality in the administrative structures, as consocia-
tional systems do, effectively institutionalize compromise in this way
as a means of accommodating pluralism.42 In such systems compro-
mise helps construct a collective good by bringing all sections of
society together.

Within those pluralist societies that endorse the democratic ethos,
therefore, reaching collective decisions will almost always involve

41 T. Nagel, Mortal Questions, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1979,
pp. 128–41. See too Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 56–7 and Bellamy, Liberalism and
Pluralism, chapter 1.

42 Bellamy, Liberalism and Pluralism, chapter 5.
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compromise so as to mitigate disagreement sufficiently in order to
produce workable, mutually respectful, collective decisions. At the
very least, a majority will need to be constructed from various coali-
tions of minorities.43

In a mass democracy this occurs to a large degree through party
leaders devising programmes with broad electoral appeal. In favour-
able circumstances, that can be achieved by a relatively shallow com-
promise. Under conditions where voters’ preferences can be aligned
along a single dimension – standardly left–right – party competition
should lead to convergence on the median voter, which has been
shown to be the Condorcet winner.44 In other words, the most elec-
torally appealing policy package would be the one containing those
policies that a majority of people would rank most highly had they
been able to do so. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that many if any will
get their most favoured policies. Instead, they will need to compro-
mise and settle for their second or third best. Take the example in
Table 1. In this example, the plurality winner would be ‘c’, since it is
the first preference of the most people. However, the Condorcet-
winner is ‘a’, since it emerges as the majority preference when its
ranking is compared against each of the alternatives. As Albert Weale
has observed, the Condorcet-winner ‘captures the idea of a majority
converging around a compromise solution where there are divergent
ideal preferences’.45

43 R. A. Dahl, A Preface to Democratic Theory, Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1956,
pp. 132–3.

44 P. C. Ordeshook, Game Theory and Political Theory, Cambridge, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1986, pp. 245–57.

45 A. Weale, Democracy, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999, p. 137.

Table 1
Condorcet Voting as Compromise

Parties (% of the vote) Policy or candidate
preference rankings

Party A (25%) a b c d
Party B (30%) b a d c
Party C (40%) c a d b
Party D (5%) d b c a
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Increasingly, though, the political divisions of contemporary
democracies cannot be modelled in this way. As I noted, people’s
preferences and hence their principles are multi-dimensional. New
cultural, ethnic, gender and other cleavages have overlaid the old
left–right divide, while new issues, from global warming to stem-cell
research, arise that unsettle hitherto dominant dividing lines.46 In
this situation deeper compromise becomes necessary. Politicians
cannot treat voters’ preferences as fixed and merely seek to maximize
the satisfaction of as many as possible. Too many of them prove
conflicting and incompatible for that to be a plausible strategy for
winning a majority. As a result, politicians must attempt to appeal to
the reasons that lie behind voter preferences and to persuade them
in part to modify those reasons in the manner explored in the
previous section. In the UK, the Conservatives have had to struggle to
bring together Europhiles and Europhobes, traditionalists and liber-
tarians, climate change deniers and rural ecologists, and generally
appeal to the middle of the electoral spectrum without losing too
many from their more radical wings. A similarly eclectic mix can be
found in all the main parties. As I noted, such pluralism has often
motivated moves to PR and a more ‘consensual’ style of democratic
politics, in which compromise is institutionalized.47 In these more
proportional electoral systems the multi-dimensional character of
politics is reflected in a multiplicity of parties. Yet, if these parties
aspire to be partners in a governing coalition, the reasoning behind
their policies must be roughly congruent with the reasoning of a
number of other parties. A workable coalition will only arise to the
extent deep compromise proves possible.

In both the shallow and the deep version of a democratic compro-
mise, therefore, voters are not just accepting to settle their differ-
ences by submitting them to the arbitration of a procedure that treats
all of them fairly. Unless voters are content to accept permanent
opposition, they also must be open to a more substantive compro-
mise. Such compromises follow from a democratic commitment to
each person’s views counting for something. And, being views, these
imply principles as well as policies. However, such compromises

46 R. Inglehart, Modernization and Postmodernization, Princeton, Princeton University
Press, 1997.

47 A. Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six
Countries, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999.
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do not just occur within the election but also, and most crucially,
post-election, among representatives. It is to the relationship of these
legislative compromises to the preceding electoral compromises that
I finally turn.

THE REPRESENTATION PARADOX

Much of the ire that compromise arouses gets turned against politi-
cians. In compromising among themselves they are accused of betray-
ing their electoral mandate. In this section, therefore, I shall explore
the form of representation needed if the ‘deep’ compromises neces-
sary for coalition-building are to keep faith with the commitments
politicians make to their voters. Three types of representation are
routinely distinguished in the literature: representation as delegates,
where the representatives are instructed what to do; representation as
trustees, where representatives decide what to do; and representation
as copies, where representatives replicate what to do.48 In practice,
representatives no doubt find themselves adopting elements of all
three. However, I want to suggest that deep compromise among
representatives operates most democratically to the extent that it
corresponds to a variant of the third type of representation.

Delegatory forms of representation seem to have the most straight-
forwardly democratic credentials. On this view, politicians get elected
to pursue a certain programme and then are honour bound to act
under the instructions of the electorate and stick to their campaign
pledges. However, this position appears to brook almost no compro-
mise. Arguably, though, it allows for shallow compromises. True,
specific policy pledges, such as George Bush’s ‘read my lips, no new
taxes’ or the Liberal Democrats’ promise not to raise student fees,
can only be modified or abandoned at the cost of appearing to betray
the electorate. Yet, for that very reason, they tend to be rare – poli-
ticians know that unforeseen events make such promises rash.
Instead, election campaigns tend to involve politicians putting
forward rather vaguer policies linked to a certain ideological perspec-
tive. For example, both Liberal Democrats and Conservatives com-
mitted themselves to rolling back the alleged erosion of civil liberties
under Labour in ways that they linked to their distinctive views of

48 M. B. Vieira and D. Runciman, Representation, Cambridge, Polity, 2008, p. x.
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freedom, but without going into too many specifics. If we see legisla-
tors as delegates with regard to these general ends, then compromise
might be possible with regard to means and to achieve the maximal
satisfaction of these ends. This proposal has been made by Thomas
Christiano. He argues that full-time professional politicians may rea-
sonably claim greater expertise than ordinary citizens with regard to
means, but should act under their instructions as to ends. As a result,
they should be ‘limited to deliberating about means and bargaining
with other legislators . . . to achieve the best possible compromise
among citizen’s announced schedules of trade-offs’.49 However, this
solution rules out deep compromises. Therefore, to the extent we
have seen these to be necessary; a different form of representation
seems called for.

A standard assumption has been that, for representatives to be
able to negotiate compromises about ‘ends’, they must act as ‘trust-
ees’. This is the position commonly ascribed to Edmund Burke. In his
famous ‘Speech to the Electors of Bristol’, Burke explicitly disavowed
the view that the electorate issued ‘authoritative instructions’ to their
representatives.50 For the representatives to be bound to represent
the partial interests of their constituents, he argued, would be incon-
sistent with their role within Parliament as deliberators on the
national interest. To do that, representatives had to be free to exer-
cise their own judgement as to what was the best way both to pursue
the interests of the Bristol voters, and to relate them to the interests
of the country as a whole. That view clearly goes beyond deliberation
about means to encompass the discussion of ends. Yet, it comes at a
price. To be consistent with democracy, Burke’s position must
assume that politicians are selected for their good judgement rather
than to represent the judgement of their constituents – a judgement
that extends not just to the means whereby their interests might be
best realized but also to whether those interests serve the best ends. If
so, it then becomes mysterious how electors could be competent to
choose their representatives and hold them to account. It also over-
looks the degree to which campaigns do rest on reasoning among the
electorate and with politicians. Indeed, it is precisely the claim to be
a trustee in this Burkean sense that leads voters to distrust politicians

49 T. Christiano, The Rule of the Many, Boulder, CO, Westview, 1996, p. 218.
50 E. Burke, ‘Speech to the Electors of Bristol’ (1774), in Hampshire-Monk (ed.),

The Political Philosophy of Edmund Burke, pp. 108–10.
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and reject their compromises as illegitimate. They regard these com-
promises as attempts by politicians to substitute their reasoning for
the reason of those who they ought to serve. Though politicians may
claim to act for the public interest, if the public’s express views on
their interests are being disregarded in the process, the suspicion
always will be that they are simply serving their own.

Representation as replication is usually associated with forms of
‘mirror’ representation, often linked to a politics of presence that will
allow the representative body to be ‘an exact portrait, in miniature, of
the people at large’, able to ‘think, feel, reason, and act like them’.51

This aspiration has generally been thought impossible to fulfil in all
respects. The archetypal ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, ‘black’, ‘white’, ‘male’ and so
on proves a chimera. Yet, this aim also lies at the heart of the paradox
raised by the very concept of representation, which seeks to make
present what is not present.52 Certain theorists have recently adapted
this argument and given it a more limited and plausible application
as the representation of citizen’s political views as these emerge
through the electoral process.53 As with Christiano’s account of del-
egation cited above, it is accepted that, as professionals, representa-
tives have the advantage over most voters in having the time to
become better informed about the issues than most of them can be.
The election is rather an attempt by politicians to show how their
various policy proposals relate to the views of citizens. For, pace Burke,
voters participate in elections not to push their interests per se, but to
express their views.54 After all, as a different voter paradox has it, to
vote simply to achieve a given policy would be irrational; the likeli-
hood of your vote counting sufficiently to be worth going to the polls
is too remote.55 So the appeal of representatives lies in their thinking
like their voters – in their being like-minded in their reasoning.56

Representation conceived in this way does not require that one
represents how everyone in a polity thinks about every single issue.

51 John Adams, quoted in H. F. Pitkin, The Concept of Representation, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1971, p. 86.

52 Runciman, ‘The Paradox of Political Representation’, p. 93.
53 Richardson, Democratic Autonomy, chapter 14.
54 G. Brennan and L. Lomasky, Democracy and Decision, Cambridge, Cambridge

University Press, 1993.
55 Downs, Economic Theory, chapter 14.
56 G. Brennan and A. Hamlin, Democratic Devices and Desires, Cambridge, Cambridge

University Press, 2000, chapter 9.
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Nor does it involve duplicating how they reason in all spheres of life.
Rather, it involves seeking to represent the main modes of thinking
about political issues – those with significant support – in ways that
are roughly proportionate to their distribution among the populace.
As far as that is the case, it will be legitimate for representatives to
legislate in ways that continue the process of deep compromise that
forms a necessary part of any successful election campaign. That is,
they can reason on politics ‘as’ their voters, not just about means but
also about the ends that they share with them, applying this reasoning
in collaboration with other representatives so as to reach collective
agreements on how to tackle the policy issues of the day. Indeed, the
diversity of views found in most pluralist societies is likely to make
such compromise necessary.

Which electoral system might best achieve this result lies outside
the scope of this article. However, as the Conservative–Liberal Demo-
crat Coalition testifies, even a plurality system can produce sufficient
diversity to make compromise necessary. The argument here is that,
in evaluating the democratic credentials of such compromises, it is
not the policies per se that ought properly to be our focus – or that
of the parties concerned when making compromises – but rather
their reasoning on these policies. To the extent that this is plausibly
representative of the reasoning of their supporters, that in the case of
the Coalition Agreement the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats
reasoned as one would expect of such parties – themselves a broad
church – then their joint decisions can be said to support rather than
undermine democracy. Such compromises can be regarded as demo-
cratically authorized and accountable as well as consistent with the
democratic ethos, for they offer a realistic way in which citizens can
be taken seriously as reasoning agents about public policy, and their
views be accorded equal concern and respect in the on-going policy-
making process.

CONCLUSION

This article has addressed the question of whether democratic poli-
ticians can compromise with each other without compromising them-
selves, democracy or their supporters. In the first section I suggested
that cannot be by making shallow compromises that avoid issues of
principle. Such compromises would indeed prove unprincipled in
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every sense. Political compromises cannot avoid reasoning on ends as
well as means. Yet, such deep compromises need not just to involve
principles but also to be principled, showing mutual respect for the
views of others. The second section then argued that such deep
compromises reflect the ethos of democracy. Acceptance of a demo-
cratic process will appear paradoxical to those unprepared to coun-
tenance any compromise. However, the paradox can be resolved for
democrats prepared to see both the procedures and outcomes of
democracy as involving a fair compromise, in which we take seriously
the entitlement of all citizens to a say in matters of collective concern.
Finally, I explored how far politicians can avoid the representation
paradox and enter into compromises with each other without betray-
ing their electoral commitments. The answer lies in grasping the
paradoxical character of representation itself and conceiving repre-
sentatives as making present the reasoning of those who are not
present, whose views to some extent they must share. This need not
involve a politics of presence or mirror representation, for it involves
the representation of political ideas not of persons, as these are
forged and expressed within the electoral process.

None of the above is to deny that there may be matters that cannot
be compromised. The more the cleavages within a political commu-
nity are segmental and vertical, rather than cross-cutting and hori-
zontal, the shallower compromise tends to become, and the greater
the resort to trimming and segregation. Communities that are deeply
divided on ethnic, cultural or religious lines tend to end up adopting
ever more ‘special rights’ to trim issues off the agenda, and to
demand the segregation of ever more decisions into autonomous
decision-making bodies, such as regional assemblies or regulative
authorities.57 However, the more such devices are employed, the less
the citizens involved can be said to form a democratic community –
and in extreme cases may even split up, as indeed Scottish and Welsh
nationalists, for example, desire. That possibility merely reinforces
my central point – to accept democracy is to accept compromise.
When the divisions with a political community are such that various
groups can no longer compromise with each other then it is likely
that they must either separate into distinct demoi or give up on
democracy altogether.

57 See R. Bellamy, ‘Dealing with Difference: Four Models of Pluralist Politics’,
Parliamentary Affairs, 53 (2000), pp. 198–217.
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