
Chapter Seven

Political Participation and Voting: Actvating the Popular Will

Chapter Outline
I.
Voter Participation 
A. Factors in Voter Turnout: 
The United States in Comparative Perspective 
1. Registration Requirements 
2. Frequency of Elections 
3. Party Differences 
B. Why Some Americans Vote and Others Do Not 
1. Civic Attitudes 
2. Age 
3. Education and Income 
C. The Impact of the Vote 
II.
Conventional Forms of Participation Other Than Voting 
A. Campaign & Lobbying Activities 
B. Virtual Participation
C. Community Activities
III.
Unconventional Activism: Social Movements and Protest Politics 
IV.
Participation and the Potential for Influence 
Chapter Summary
Political participation is involvement in activities designed to influence public policy and leadership. A main issue of democratic government is the question of who participates in politics and how fully they participate.

Voting is the most widespread form of political participation among Americans. Voter turnout in the United States, however, is lower than in most other democratic nations. The requirement that Americans must personally register in order to establish their eligibility is one reason for lower turnout among Americans; other democracies place the burden of registration on governmental officials rather than the individual citizen. The fact that the United States holds frequent elections also discourages some citizens from voting regularly. Finally, the two major political parties in the United States, unlike many of those in Europe, do not clearly represent the interests of opposing economic classes; thus the policy stakes in American elections are correspondingly reduced. Some Americans do not vote because they think that policy will not change greatly regardless of which party gains power.

Only a minority of citizens engage in the more demanding forms of political activity, such as working on behalf of a candidate during a political campaign. The proportion of Americans who engage in these demanding forms of activity, though small, exceeds the proportion of Europeans who do so. Most political activists are individuals of higher income and education; they have the skills and material resources to participate effectively and tend to have a greater interest in politics. More than in any other Western democracy, political participation in the United States is related to economic status. 
Social movements are broad efforts to achieve change by citizens who feel that government is not properly responsive to their interests. These efforts sometimes take place outside established channels; demonstrations, picket lines, and marches are common means of protest. Protesters are younger and more idealistic on average than other citizens, but they are a very small proportion of the population. In addition, protest activities do not have much public support, despite the country’s historical tradition of free expression.

Americans are only moderately involved in politics. They are concerned with political affairs but immersed in their private pursuits, a reflection in part of the nation’s emphasis on individualism. The lower level of participation among low income citizens has particular significance in that it works to reduce their influence on public policy and leadership. The main points of this chapter are as follows:
· Voter turnout in U.S. elections is low in comparison with that of other democratic nations. The reasons for this difference include the nature of U.S. election laws, particularly those pertaining to registration requirements and the scheduling of elections.

· Most citizens do not participate actively in politics in ways other than voting. Only a small proportion of Americans can be classified as political activists.

· Most Americans make a sharp distinction between their personal lives and national life. This attitude reduces their incentive to participate and contributes to a pattern of participation dominated by citizens with higher levels of income and education.
Learning Objectives
Having read the chapter, all students should be able to do each of the following:

1. Discuss the factors that cause lower voter turnout in U.S. elections as compared with other democracies.

2. Note the significant constitutional amendments and legislative actions which have extended suffrage in America, and discuss their effects on American politics.
3. List the personal characteristics that are associated with higher and lower levels of political interest.
4. Discuss forms of conventional participation other than voting.

5. Discuss unconventional political participation and assess its legitimacy and policy impact during different periods in American history.

6. Discuss the relationship between Americans’ belief in individualism and their inclination to engage in or avoid political action.

Major Concepts
Be able to identify and/or define each of the following in a short paragraph.

1. political participation 
2. suffrage 
3. voter turnout 
4. registration 
5. civic duty 
6. apathy 
7. alienation 
8. social capital 
9. social (political) movements 
Practice Exam
(Answers appear at the end of this chapter.)
Multiple Choice

1. 
The poll tax

9. was outlawed in 1964.

9. was banned by the Twenty-fourth Amendment.

9. never existed in the United States.

9. was part of the original Constitution.

9. was outlawed in 1964 by the Twenty-fourth Amendment.
2. 
Which of the following statements is true?

a. Voter turnout is lower in America than in other democracies.

b. Since the 1960s, voter turnout in the United States for presidential elections has averaged about 55 percent.

c. Voter turnout in a midterm election has seldom exceeded 40 percent since 1970.

d. Voter turnout is lower in the U.S. than in other democracies; voter turnout in presidential elections has averaged 55 percent since the 1960s, and has seldom exceeded 40 percent in a midterm election since 1970.
e. Voter turnout in the United States is higher than most other democracies.

3. 
Why is voter turnout lower in the United States than in other democracies?

e. Americans must register to vote themselves.

e. American elections are not held on the weekend.

e. Americans have never had a viable socialist or labor party.

e. Americans must register to vote, cannot vote on the weekend, and the country has never had a viable socialist or labor party.
e. Americans do not get paid to vote as is the case in other democracies.

4. 
_____ has same-day registration.

a. California

b. Maine

c. New Mexico

d. Texas

e. Maryland

5. 
What fraction of states elects their governors in non-presidential election years?

e. one-quarter
e. one-half
e. four-fifths
e. nine-tenths
e.
one-third
6. 
Of the following states, _____ typically has the highest voter turnout in a presidential election.

a. Minnesota

b. South Carolina

c. Texas

d. Hawaii

e. Louisiana
7. 
Which factors are the most accurate predictors of voter turnout?
e. age and gender
e. education and income
e. race and gender
e. income and race
e.
education and age
8. 
The last time that voter turnout in midterm elections reached 50 percent was in
a. 1920.
b. 1930.
c. 1940.
d. 1950.
e. 1960.
9. 
Citizens 18-20 years of age were granted the right to vote in  
e. 1912.
e. 1920.
e. 1954.
e. 1971.
e. 1986.
10. 
_____ holds more elections than any other nation.

a. Canada

b. Great Britain

c. Japan

d. Brazil

e. The United States

11. 
MoveOn is an example of 
a. young citizens’ continuing indifference to political affairs.
b. the failure of the internet as a means to mobilize public opinion.
c. a small movement with few followers.
d. an influential, Web-based movement.
e. the near certainty that the internet will substantially alter current forms of political participation.

12. 
Of the following nations, citizens in _____ are more likely to contribute money and time to election campaigns.

a. the United States

b. Germany

c. Austria

d. the Netherlands

e. Great Britain

13. 
Barack Obama’s success in raising money through the internet in 2008 followed the path blazed by which 2004 presidential contender?
e. John McCain

e. Joe Lieberman

e. Richard Gephardt

e. Howard Dean

e. Al Sharpton

14. 
Which of the following is a form of unconventional political activism?

a. voting

b. social movement

c. protest politics

d. social movement and protest politics
e. None of the answers are correct.
15. 
Which of the following statements is true about protest movements in America?

e. Protest movements are rare in American history.

e. Protest movements are an American tradition.

e. Protest movements routinely receive strong public support.

e. Protest movements do not generally receive strong public support.

e. Protest movements are an American tradition, but they do not generally receive strong public support.
16. 
Registration for voting began around  
a. 1790.
b. 1828.
c. 1866.
d. 1900.
e. 1932.
17. 
What phrase do scholars such as Robert Putnam use to describe the sum of the face-to-face interactions among citizens in a society? 
e. community capital
e. social capital
e. civic virtue
e. social engagement
e.
civic pride
18. 
Which of the following statements is true about voting?

a. Free and open elections are a defining characteristic of democratic government.

b. Voting is regarded as the basic duty of all citizens.

c. Voting is a widespread political activity.

d. In one sense, voting is a restricted form of participation.

e. All of the answers are correct.

19. 
Voter turnout among working-class white citizens dropped sharply in 1968 and 1972, largely because of the centrality of which issue?
e. health care
e. immigration
e. the war in Vietnam
e. the economy
e. civil rights
20. 
People who are _____ are unlikely to vote.

a. apathetic

b. alienated

c. civic duty-minded

d. apathetic and alienated
e. highly educated
Essays

21. Why do Americans vote at lower levels than their peers in other democratic countries?
22. How do registration requirements affect voter turnout in the states?
23. Why do some Americans vote at higher rates than others?
24. Explain how elections are a means by which the government controls the people.
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21. Americans vote at lower levels than citizens in other democratic countries for a number of reasons. First, the vast majority of Americans must register themselves to be eligible to vote. In most of the free world, the government has the responsibility of registering its voters. In addition, registration laws are created by the states, and some states make it difficult for citizens to qualify. Second, the United States holds more elections than any other nation on earth. The frequency of elections reduces turnout by increasing the effort required to participate in all of them. In European countries, elections are less frequent, and the responsibility of voting is less burdensome. Third, many Americans are convinced that it does not make a difference whether the Republicans or the Democrats gain control of government. European voters have more clearly defined choices, as nearly all European democracies have three or more significant parties.
22. Registration requirements have a profound affect on voter turnout in the states. States with a tradition of lenient registration laws generally have a higher turnout than other states. For example, Idaho, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming all have same day registration, which allows people to register and then vote on election day. Conversely, restrictive registration has historically been practiced in the South, where voter turnout is typically lower than the national average.
23. Some Americans vote regularly, while others do not. Among the factors that explain this difference are civic attitudes, age, education, and income. Regular votes are characterized by a strong sense of civic duty. Others may be plagued by apathy and/or alienation. When it comes to age, America’s young people do not vote at high levels. In fact, citizens under the age of 30 have the lowest turnout of any age group. Economic class is also important; Americans at the bottom of the income ladder are only half as likely to vote in presidential elections as are those at the upper echelon.
24. Although elections are viewed as a means by which the people control their government, elections are also a means by which the government controls the people. Because representatives are freely chosen by the people, they can claim that their policies reflect the popular will. Furthermore, voting in elections is limited to the options listed on the ballot; so America’s voters effectively only have two choices: the Democratic or Republican party. Citizens who are disenchanted with both parties have no realistic way to exercise power through the ballot.

Multiple Choice Explanations
1. The poll tax was banned in 1964 by the Twenty-fourth Amendment, so (e) is the correct answer.

2. Turnout in U.S. elections is relatively low compared to other democracies. Since the 1960s, turnout in presidential elections has averaged 58 percent. Turnout in midterm elections has seldom exceeded 40 percent since 1970, so (d) is the correct answer.

3. The correct answer is (d). Except for residents in North Dakota, American citizens must register themselves. In other democracies, registration is conducted by the government, not individual citizens. Additionally, American elections are held on Tuesdays, and election day is not a national holiday. Finally, the absence of a socialist party in the United States means that many lower-income Americans opt not to participate in voting, making (d) the correct response.

4. Only Maine (b), Idaho, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming allow same day registration.

5. Because four-fifths (C) of all states elect their governors in non-presidential election years, voter turnout overall is negatively impacted dramatically.

6. Seventy percent of Minnesotans (a) routinely vote in presidential elections. Turnout in the South and Southwest is typically the lowest.

7. People with higher levels of education and income (b) vote with the most frequency, while younger people and those from lower socioeconomic groups vote with the least frequency.

8. Voter turnout in elections at all levels is low. Presidential elections garner the most attention, and help to raise turnout in concurrent congressional and local elections; but, since 1920 (a), the majority of eligible voters have failed to turn out for midterm elections..

9. With the enactment of the Twenty-sixth Amendment in 1971 (d), 18-20 year olds were granted the right to vote.
10. The United States (e) holds more elections than any other nation. No other democracy holds elections for the lower chamber of its national legislature as often as every two years.

11. It is unclear how the internet will affect political participation in the long-run. MoveOn suggests one possibility; it is one of the most successful online political movements, claiming the support of over two million followers, many of whom are young citizens, so (d) is the correct answer..

12. A recent comparative study revealed that citizens in the United States (a) were more likely to contribute money and time to campaigns than the citizens of the other countries. One reason for this is that Americans have more opportunities to become active, as America is a federal system with elections for national, state, and local offices.

13. In 2004, Howard Dean (d), former governor of Vermont, was successful in raising substantial funds through the Internet and for attracting youthful volunteers. McCain was a presidential candidate in 2000 and 2008, while the other 2004 candidates did not attract the support that Dean did.

14. Voting is a conventional form of political activity. Social movements and protest politics are forms of unconventional political activism (d).
15. Protest politics in America goes back to at least the Boston Tea Party in 1773, and such activities are part of the American tradition. In spite of this lengthy history, protesters generally do not receive strong public support, so (e) is the correct response.

16. Registration began during the Progressive Era around 1900 (d). It began as a way to prevent voters from casting multiple ballots in the same election. There was a great deal of fraudulent voting at this time in American history. Yet since this time, turnout has declined because registration has added an extra burden on voters.

17. Robert Putnam of Harvard University used the term social capital (b) to describe a phenomenon that has been decreasing in recent generations.

18. Clearly, voting is widespread, as it is a basic civic duty, and free and open elections are an important characteristic of democratic government. Yet voting is also restrictive, since citizens can only vote at a particular time and place, and only on those items that are on the ballot. Thus, (e) is the correct response.

19. Many working-class whites believed that civil rights for minorities (e) would come at their own expense. This feeling aroused a sense of alienation which kept many of them from voting in 1968 and 1972. .
20. Apathetic and alienated (d) people are unlikely to participate in electoral activities.
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