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True Representation: The Implications of Restorative Practices and the Future of 

Democracy

ABSTRACT: Just as Nils Christie, in his landmark essay “Conflicts as Property,” 

accused lawyers and court professionals of stealing our conflicts, professional 

politicians have stolen our decision-making. Throughout the world, politicians pursue 

wealth and power by selling favorable decisions to the highest bidder. The remedy to 

rampant corruption may lie in filling our legislatures with randomly selected citizens—a 

process called sortition or election by lot—which has its origins in Athenian democracy. 

The critical question is whether groups of ordinary people can make good decisions, 

better than the professionals. Restorative practices such as family group conferences, 

restorative conferences and circle sentencing provide significant evidence that ordinary 

people can make good decisions in issues which affect them and their community of 

care. Along with similar outcomes from business management research and deliberative 

democracy experiments, restorative practices point to the potential of making 

governance more truly representative. This dialog session will be highly participatory: 

short content presentations alternating with small group conversations. [This 

presentation is adapted from a book chapter of the same name.]
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RP’s Fundamental 

Hypothesis

Human beings are happier, more cooperative 

and productive, and more likely to make positive 

changes in their behavior when those in 

positions of authority do things with them, rather 

than to them or for them.



The common denominator for all 

restorative practices is a paradigm shift 

in the nature of governance and how 

those in charge use their authority.





Restorative

Practices



Six facets of a New Reality

• They may be perceived and used in several ways.

• As descriptors to map RP developments and to 

compare them to one another

• As needs that must be addressed by society

• As lenses through which the other facets can be 

viewed



A Theory of Everyone

All social entities, whether families, classrooms, 

organizations, workplaces, or whole countries, would 

function better if authorities gave stakeholders more 

voice and more choice in exchange for stakeholders 

taking more responsibility.



Governance



John Braithwaite
Australian criminologist

• “The lived experience of modern democracy is 

alienation.”

• “The feeling is that elites run things, that we do not 

have a say in any meaningful sense.”

• Restorative practices serve as a “crucial vehicle of 

empowerment where spaces are created for active 

responsibility in civil society.”



Can our positive experience with circles, 

conferences and other restorative 

processes be applied to governance in a 

representative democracy?

Can large groups of ordinary people make 

better decisions on complex issues than 

the bureaucrats and 

professional politicians?



Let’s Choose Legislators 

Randomly from the Phone Book



Guessing an Ox’s Weight and 

the Future of Democracy



How the Flaw in Elections 

Foisted Prohibition on America




