Vermont Representatives and the Constitution
by Joy Sanders

The people of Vermont have the constitutional right to gather together and talk to their representatives about the way they would like the representatives to address certain decisions such as how they would like the representatives to vote on certain bills. Every representative, however, must take a pledge swearing that he will not make or agree to anything that might hurt the people for whom he advocates. Each representative must swear to be "a faithful and honest Representative and guardian of the people, according to the best of [his] judgment and ability." That’s a big job! What should a representative do who is strongly urged by the people he represents to oppose a bill but believes that the bill would be truly beneficial to them or protect them from harm?

The person in this position is in a tough spot. The representative must do what she promised (in taking the oath) regarding what she believes is the best for her constituents, but the whole reason why she is in office is to represent them, and that is a part of the oath also. The representative should try to carefully listen to the people and understand their side of the story. She should also reason with them to show them her side, and try to explain why she thinks what she thinks in a peaceable manner. Most of all, the representative should consider what she would want if she were in their position. As great philosophers have said: "Do unto others what you would have them do unto you." 

However, if the representative and her constituents still have not come to an agreement, she must do what she thinks would be the most helpful for them to the best of her knowledge. That action should not be what the representative would like to see happen for her own good, but what she sincerely believes to be best for the people. There might be some of the people who hotly rebuke her for choosing this way. However, if she is doing what is right there will be many who support her, even though it might not seem like that at first. 

I think that one of our representatives showed a good balance of both guardianship and representation in what he said at our town meeting. The representative told us that he would not be voting for a certain bill. A voter stood up and said he should support the bill if the majority of the voters wanted him to. The representative said in most cases he didn’t mind doing that [representing the people’s wishes]. However, he felt that this bill would be destructive to the state rather than helpful, and [acting as a guardian] he couldn’t support it. He was willing to support the people’s wishes, but he also would not consider voting for a bill that would be harmful to them. 

Being a representative means both acting as a advocate for the people and as a guardian of the people. At times this can be a controversial position. For the most part, the representative will find that what the people want is the best thing for them, but at the rare time when this is not so, she must, in acting as their guardian, protect the people from anything that could be hurtful or harmful to the people regardless of their opinion.
