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INTRODUCTION

In the American democratic political system the role of the representative is a particularly ambiguous one.
On the one hand, there is general
accord that the role requires a
legislator to be responsive to the
wishes of his constituents. On the
other hand, it is almost impossible to
reach agreement on how this concern for public opinion can best be
translated into legislative behavior.
Even legislators disagree as to how
their role as representative should be
performed.
Stated another way, legislators
embody the same ambiguity toward
representation found in the larger
community. Legislators, after all,
have been socialized into the American belief that government rests on
the consent of the governed. Consequently, they feel that it behooves
them to carry out the wishes of their
constituents. Yet expertise and political realism frequently urge them to
pay closer attention to their own
judgment or to that of organized
groups than to their constituents at
large. It appears to us that, given the
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nature of the American system of
government, ambivalence in thought
and practice is unavoidable for legislators.
Research by others has shown that
this ambiguity in the legislative
system stems from a variety of
sources, among which is the lack of
specificity in the legislative role.
Legislators are expected to decide
policy questions, to meet with their
constituency at large and with various special interest groups, and to
solve the routine personal problems
of their constituents. Legislators vary
in how they perceive the various
facets of their role.
It is our contention that the work of
legislative bodies can best be understood by recognizing the existence of
a multi-faceted network of reciprocal
relationships between the representatives and the represented, a network which involves a variety of
behaviors on both sides. Representatives must in some manner "recog-

nlze" the views of their constituents.
This recognition can occur as a part of
the communication process and/or
as a part of the decision-making
process. At the same time, legislators
frequently report that they have a
great deal of difficulty ascertaining
the views of their constituents on
policy questions. Communication is
frequently imperfect because few
council members remain in constant
touch with their constituents. Also,
the feedback that legislators receive
from their constituents is frequently
not relevant to the issues under
consideration. Therefore, many legislators must decide public policy
questions without specific information from their constituents.
The foregoing observations apply
equally to legislators serving in the
national Congress, in state legislatures, and in local assemblies such as
municipal councils. It is the latter
group which immediately concerns
us. The remainder of this article is
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devoted to consideration of the role of
representatives serving on the city
councils of Tidewater Virginia.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURE

This study attempted to ascertain
how both incumbent city council
members and candidates for city
council positions perceived their
roles as representatives, and how
they perceived their relationship to
their constituents. In addition, the
study was designed to further a more
complete understanding of why
individuals seek public office and of
the problems they ha~e in conducting
their politicalc-arrijJaTgns. This report,
however, focuses only on the relationship between incumbent city
council members and their constituents.
The study was conducted during
late 1974 and early 1975 in the seven
cities of the Tidewater area, which
includes parts of two Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSAs)
separated by a body of tidal water
known as Hampton Roads. The cities
of Hampton and Newport News lie in
the northern SMSA, and the remaining five cities of Norfolk, Portsmouth,
Chesapeake, Suffolk, and Virginia
Beach are in the southern SMSA.
The cities vary in size and political
ecology. The 1970 census figures
indicate that Norfolk, with a population of 307,951, is the largest,
followed
by
Virginia
Beach
(172,106); Newport News (138,177);
Hampton (120,779); Portsmouth
(110,903); Chesapeake (89,580); and
Suffolk (45,024).
The city councils of Tidewater
range in size from seven to eleven
members. The Virginia election laws
specify a four-year term for city
council; and a rotating basis for
elections has been established, so
that approximately one-half of the
seats on city council are up for
election every two years. Interviews
were sought with all of the city
council members in each of the seven
Tidewater cities. The potential
number of respondents was fifty-five,
of whom fifty were interviewed.
These personal interviews averaged
two hours in length.
The fifty respondents had the
following characteristics: they were
predominantly male (90 percent),
white (84 percent), college educated
(84 percent), between forty and fifty-

nine years ot age (70 percent), and
businessmen or professionals (80
percent). Further, the majority had
annual incomes above $20,000 (78
percent) and had lived in their cities
over twenty years (74 percent).
Clearly, city council members in
Tidewater are not a cross section of
the general population. That does not
necessarily mean that they cannot
properly represent the residents of
the cities involved, but it does raise
important questions about their
relationship to their constituents and
about their conception of the representational role.
DATA ANALYSIS

Communicating with Constituents. Legislators in the Tidewater
Virginia area, like those in the Detroit
and San Francisco Bay areas (where
similar studies have been conducted), feel a strong sense of obligation
toward the people they represent.
One aspect of this obligation is to be
available to the public and to keep the
channels of communication open at
all times. A problem which concerns
many urban legislators is that of how
to maintain contact with the public.
That problem is not a matter of the
representatives' total isolation from
their constituents, nor of the constituents' failure to discuss policy matters with them. Of the council
members interviewed, 64 percent
reported hearing frequently from
constituents, with another 32 percent hearing from constituents either
weekly or at a rate which varied
according to the particular issue.
Furthermore, 48 percent of these
council members reported hearing
from constituents who were concerned with specific policy issues,
and another 20 percent reported
contacts related to general matters;
only 28 percent reported constituent
contacts in terms of personal matters. And only 36 percent of the
council members interviewed felt
that their constituents did not follow
council meetings.
For council members, the problem
of communicating with constituents
is instead one of incompleteness and
imbalance. Our respondents were
particularly worried about the impossibility of reaching large and representative numbers of constituents.
They report that attendance at council or board meetings or coverage in
the media, although important and

helpful, reaches far too few people
either to give legislators the broad
coverage they desire or to permit
them to ascertain the views of their
constituents. Legislators frequently
mentioned this problem, not only
because they feel that they should
know what the public thinks, but also
because they feel they have often
failed in this role requirement.
Decision Making. We now shift
our attention to the bases for the
choices made by legislators when
they vote on issues, formulate general policies, or make other legislative
decisions. We are particularly interested in the relative importance in
the decision-making process of
constituency opinion and of the
representatives' own personal judgment.
As Table 1 indicates, considerable
reliance on their own judgment is
characteristic of decision making by
Tidewater council members. It is
instructive, however, to note the
differences in response to the three
questions which pose a conflict
between the council members' own
views and those of their constituents.
The questions are worded so as to
provide different degrees of clarity
and definitude to such a conflict. In
the first question, legislators were
asked to indicate whether they are
guided by their constituents or by
their own judgment in making decisions. A majority (54 percent) indicated that they would follow their own
judgment; only 6 percent would
follow their constituents, and 40
percent would try to reconcile their
personal position with the views of
their constituents. The wording of the
second question is suggestive of a
conflict of principle. In response to
that question, 80 percent of the
council members said they would
follow their own views. The situation
posed by the third question implies
less a matter of principle and more a
matter of preferences, for legislators
were asked what they would do if
they sent out a questionnaire and
found that the tlwishes of their
constituents were diametrically opposed to their own." Perhaps for that
reason, and because no refuge can
be found in uncertainty regarding
public opinion, there is a retreat from
independence. A plurality (44 percent) would still follow their own
judgment. However, almost as large
a group (40 percent) would follow the
wishes of their constituents. Thus,
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22 percent saw themselves as playing a IItrustee" role.

TABLE 1
Decision Making in Case of Conflict
(in percent)

(A) Should representatives be guided by the wishes
of constituents or by their own judgment?

(N=47)
6%

Constituents
Both Constituents & Personal Judgment

40%

Personal Judgment

54%
100%

Total

(B) If representative believes in one thing and
constltuents in another, representative follows:

(N=50)

Constituents

10%

Both Constituents & Personal Judgment

10%

Personal Judgment

80%
100%

Total

(C) If questionnaire shows constituents diametrically
opposed to representative, representative follows:

(N=50)

Constituents

40%

Both Constituents & Personal Judgment

16%

Personal Judgment

44%
100%

Total

legislators who generally profess a
higher degree of independence from
their constituents are less likely to be
independent once they know clearly
the position of their constituents.
Self-Image. It is an easy and
logical step from the preceding
discussion to a consideration of the
way in which Tidewater council
members fit into the three representational roles widely utilized by
students of legislative behavior.
Significantly, all but one of our fifty
respondents felt that they could
classify themselves in one or another
of these three roles.
The role of IItrusteeli is described in
the following terms:
Trustee:This role finds expression in two major conceptions
which may occur separately or
jointly. First, a moralistic interpretation: the representative is
a free agent, he follows what he
considers right or just-his

convictions or principles, the
dictates of his conscience.
Second, a rational conception:
he follows his own judgments
based on an assessment of the
facts in each case, his understanding of the problems involved, his thoughtful appraisal
of the sides at issue. 1
The resemblance of this type to the
one formulated in 1774 by the
English statesman Edmund Burke, in
his now famous letter to his electors
at Bristol, is striking. 2 Tidewater
council members readily recognized
the authenticity of this type, but only
lHeinz Eulau, John C. Wahlke, William Buchanan, and
LeRoy C. Ferguson, "The Role of the Representative: Some
Empirical Observations on the Theory of Edmund Burke," 53
American Political Science Review 742, 749-50 (September

1959).
2"Certainly, gentlemen, it ought to be the happiness and the
glory of a representative to live in the strictest union, the
closest correspondence, and the most unreserved communication with his constituents. Their wishes ought to have great
weight with him; their opinions high respect; their business

The second representational role
involves the "delegate":
Delegate: . . . All Delegates
are, of course, agreed that they
should not use their independent judgment or convictions as
criteria of decision-making. But
this does not mean that they
feel equally committed to follow
instructions, from whatever
clientele. Some merely speak of
consulting their constituents,
though implying that such consultation will have a mandatory
effect on their behavior. Others
frankly acknowledge their direct dependence on instructions and accept them as a
necessary or desirable premise
for their decisions. Some may
even follow instructions counter to their own judgment or
principles. In other words, the
possibility of conflict in role
orientations is clearly envisaged and resolved in favor of
subordinating one's independence to what is considered a
superior authority. 3
One of the most important findings of
this study is that, in this survey, only
10.2 percent of the respondents
classified themselves as delegates.
Those few who do see themselves as
delegates do so because they feel it is
the job of the representative to give
voice to the interests of their constituents and to represent them by
following their dictates.
It would be erroneous to conclude
that those who function as IIdelegates" accept the dictates of their
constituents so readily because they
have more respect for them or better
communication with them than do
the other two types. If they do persist
in holding to the image of the
instructed delegate, it is because
they consider this to be the proper
definition of the representative's role
(although one cannot ignore the
unremitted attention. . . . But his unbiased opinion, his
mature judgment, his enlightened conscience, he ought not to
sacrifice to you, to any man, or to any set of men living ..
Your representative owes to you, not his industry only, but his
judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he
sacrifices it to your opinion . . . ."
Quoted in William J. Keefe and Morris S. Ogul, The American
Legislative Process: Congress and the States (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), p. 64.

3Eulau et a!., p. 750.
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possibility that the Ildelegate" role
appeals to them for political reasons
as well).
The two types described so far
characterize 32 percent of the Tidewater council members. The remaining 68 percent (with one exception)
fall into a third category designated
as that of the "politico":
Politico: The classical dichotomization of the concept of
representation in terms of free
agency and mandate was unlikely to exhaust the possibilities of representational styles.
Depending on circumstances, a
representative may hold the
Trustee orientatioti at one time,
and the Delegate orientation at
another time. Or he might seek
to reconcile both in terms of a
third. One can think of representation as a continuum, with
the Trustee and Delegate orientations as poles, and a midpoint
where the orientations tend to
overlap and, within a range,
give rise to a third role. Within
this middle range the roles may
be taken simultaneously, possibly making for conflict, or they
may be taken serially, one after
another as conditions call for. 4
Politicos, when reflecting on their
role, show more awareness of role
strain than do the other two types.
Ma ny of them reject the "trustee"

role orientation because it essentially
derogates the constituents and goes
contrary to the democratic tradition;
they reject the "delegate" role because it is too mechanical.
The "politico," compared to the
"trustee" and the "delegate," may
hold the most realistic role definition;
for a person is not a representative, in
the true sense, if one sees oneself
either merely as a recording machine
acting under instructions from constituents, or as deciding for the
constituents as though they were
incompetents. Perhaps democratic
representation can never be adequately understood in terms of the
"trustee/delegate" dichotomy, but
must instead relate to a role encompassing the claims of individual
conscience, various constituencies,
and colleagues as well as experts.
This may well be the reason a
majority
of
Tidewater
council
members so define their role, and
hence are IJpoliticos."

SUMMARY

In conclusion, then, our study of
the decision-making behavior of
Tidewater city council members
reinforces the premise that elected
representatives feel both a strong
sense of obligation toward the people
they represent, and a keen sensitivity
to the importance of maintaining
open channels of communication
between themselves and their con-

stituents. Likewise, Tidewater council members generally recognize that
the expressed views and opinions of
their constituents should play at least
some part in their legislative decision
making. However, various practical
difficulties prevent council members
from obtaining complete and comprehensive expressions of constituency opinion. Also, conflicts in position between the representatives and
their constituents inevitably arise.
Consequently,
these
council
members, like legislators at all governmental levels, are forced in their
decision-making behavior to weigh
the relative importance of their
constituents' view agains heir own
personal judgment and beliefsespecially when the two are not in
concert.
Faced with such a choice, a minority of the Tidewater council members
surveyed believe that their position is
one in which their own personal
judgment should consistently prevail; an even smaller percentage
believe their role decrees that one's
personal judgment should always be
subordinated to the dictates of their
constituency. For most of these
Tidewater legislators, however, the
representational role and decisionmaking behavior of city council
members is not viewed so clearly as
an either lor proposition. Rather, it is
much more a complex, kaleidoscopic
relationship between the council
members and their constituents, the
many facets of which are reflective of
the legislative system as a whole.
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