
Political Participation
L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s

8-1  Discuss how American voter turnout compares to other 

advanced industrialized democracies.

8-2  Describe the historical expansion of suffrage in America  

and how this affected voter participation.

8-3 Outline what factors explain who participates in politics.
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172 Chapter 8 Political Participation

voting based on discriminatory tests, taxes, or residency 
requirements. In areas where many non-English speak-
ers live, election authorities must supply ballots written 
in their own language. People in all 50 states can reg-
ister to vote when applying for a driver’s license, and 
most states now allow voters to vote by absentee ballot 
prior to Election Day even if they are not residing outside 
their home state. Many states also now permit people 
to register on the same day that they vote. Over the last 
half-century, formal education levels have risen among 
all groups, and news, information, and opinions about 
politics and government are just about everywhere one 
turns (or clicks).

And yet, between 1860 and 1900, the  percentage 
of eligible voters participating in presidential elections 
ranged between 65 percent and 80 percent. By com-
parison, over the last several decades, the percentage of 
eligible voters participating in presidential elections has 
dipped as low as 50 percent: half of eligible voters do 
not vote. Over the same period, voter turnout in mid-
term national elections has averaged well below 50 per-
cent. In 2006, the Democrats took majority control of 
the U.S. House of Representatives, and then in 2010, 
the Republicans won the House majority back from the 
Democrats; but in each of these two recent, power-
shifting midterm national elections, about 80   million 
U.S. residents age 18 or older did not vote. In the 2014 
midterm elections, participation was at its lowest level in 
70 years.1 Young voters, despite averaging more years 
of formal education, facing fewer legal barriers, and 
enjoying more access to information than any previous 
generation could have imagined, are nonetheless mostly 
nonvoters; for example, in the five midterm national 
 elections since 1998, barely one in five 18- to 24-year-
olds cast a ballot.

What explains nonvoting? Are voter turnout rates in 
America today really as bad as they seem, either in histor-
ical terms or relative to rates in other modern democra-
cies; and what about other forms of political participation 
in America today?

8-1 a Close Look 
at Nonvoting
Start with the fact that there are at least two different 
ways to measure voter turnout, and they give different 
answers about the prevalence of nonvoting.2 All U.S. resi-
dents age 18 or older constitute the voting-age 
 population (VAP). But many residents of the United 
States who are of voting age (18 or older) are not, in fact, 
eligible to vote. Two such groups are noncitizens who 
reside in America and convicted felons who in most 
states are  disenfranchised by state laws. Unlike the VAP, 

voting-age population 
(VAP) Citizens who are 
eligible to vote after 
reaching the minimum age 
requirement.

Defined simply, polit-
ical participation 
refers to the many differ-
ent ways that people 
take part in politics and 
government: voting or 
trying to influence others 
to vote, joining a political 
party or giving money to 
a candidate for office, 
keeping informed about 

government or debating political issues with others, sign-
ing a petition, protesting a policy, advocating for a new law, 
or just writing a letter to an elected leader. Some scholars 
of the subject argue that, in addition to these activities, 
almost any form of civic engagement, such as helping out 
at a local homeless shelter or attending a school board 
meeting, should also count as political participation. And 
some believe that the rise of the Internet, political blogs, 
and social media make traditional ideas about what con-
stitutes political participation obsolete (we will have more 
to say about how the Internet and social media have, and 
have not, changed politics in Chapter 12).

But no matter how they define it, most academics 
who study political participation pay close attention to 
voting and begin with a puzzle: Despite successive legal 
and other changes that might be expected to increase 
electoral participation, voter turnout rates in America 
today are lower than they were for previous generations, 
and scores of millions of Americans now sit out each 
presidential and midterm national election.

then
In most states, well into the 19th century, only property-
owning white males could vote. After the Civil War and 
into the mid-20th century, many states used all manner 
of stratagems to keep blacks from voting. Women did not 
receive the right to vote until 1920 when the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution was ratified. Before 
1961, residents of the District of Columbia could not vote 
in presidential elections; the Twenty-Third Amendment 
to the Constitution gave them the right. Into the 1960s, 
most whites had only limited formal education; women 
and many minority groups faced legal, social, and other 
barriers or disincentives to voting; and there was noth-
ing resembling today’s steady stream of political news via 
multiple media outlets.

nOw
National laws extend voter eligibility to all persons age 
18 or older (courtesy of the Twenty-sixth Amendment to 
the Constitution ratified in 1971). No state may restrict 

political participation 
The many different ways 
that people take part in 
politics and government.
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8-1 A Close Look at Nonvoting 173

different. For one thing, 
we elect far more public 
officials than the citizens 
of any other nation do. 
There are more than 
a half million elective 
offices in the United 
States, and just about 
every other week of the year there is an election going on 
somewhere in this country.

A citizen of Massachusetts, for example, votes 
not only for the U.S. president but also for two sena-
tors, the state governor, the member of the House of 
Representatives for his or her district, a state represen-
tative, a state senator, the state attorney general, the 
state auditor, the state treasurer, the secretary of state, 
a county commissioner, a sheriff, and clerks of various 
courts, as well as (in the  cities) for the mayor, the city 
councilor, and school committee members and (in towns) 
for selectmen, town-meeting members, a town modera-
tor, library trustees, health board members, assessors, 
water commissioners, the town clerk, housing authority 
members, the tree warden, and the commissioner of the 
public burial ground. (There are probably others whom 
we have forgotten.)

In many European nations, by contrast, the vot-
ers get to make just one choice once every four or five 
years: they can vote for or against a member of parlia-
ment. When there is only one election for one office every 
several years, that election is bound to assume more 

the voting-eligible population (VEP) measure 
excludes from the calculation U.S. residents age 18 or 
older who are not legally permitted to cast a ballot. For 
example, in 2008 the VAP numbered nearly 231 million, 
but that included about 18 million noncitizens and disen-
franchised convicted felons. Measured by the VAP, the 
national voter turnout rate was 53.6 percent in 2012, but 
measured by the VEP it was 58.2 percent; and since 
1948, as the percentage of the population age 18 and 
older that consists of noncitizens and disenfranchised 
convicted felons has grown, the gap between the VAP 
and the VEP measures of voter turnout has grown (see 
Figure 8.1).

Another important nuance about nonvoting con-
cerns registered versus unregistered voters. Take a look 
at Table 8.1. Column A compares democratic nations in 
terms of the average percentage of their VAP that went 
to the polls in dozens of post-1945 national legislative 
(congressional or parliamentary) elections. The United 
States ranks dead last with 47.7 percent voter turnout.

Now, however, look at Column B. It compares the 
same nations in terms of percentage of registered voters 
(those eligible voters who have completed a registration 
form by a set date) who went to the polls in the same 
legislative elections. The United States still ranks low 
but looks somewhat better, with 66.5 percent registered 
voter turnout; and the registered voter turnout in post-
1968 U.S. presidential elections is about 70 percent.

Although we vote at lower rates in the United States 
than people do abroad, the meaning of our voting is 

voting-eligible population 
(VEP) Citizens who have 
reached the minimum age to 
be eligible to vote, excluding 
those who are not legally 
permitted to cast a ballot.

 Figure 8.1  two Methods of calculating turnout in Presidential elections, 1948–2012
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174 Chapter 8 Political Participation

When registered nonvoters were asked why they did not 
vote, several of the most common answers were that 
they had scheduling conflicts (such as work or school), 
were uninterested in voting, had an illness or disability 
that prevented them from voting, or did not like the can-
didates who were running.4

In response to the most common reason why 
 registered voters fail to vote (school, work, or other 
scheduling conflicts), some have proposed making 
Election Day a national holiday or holding national elec-
tions on weekends. Such proposals, though popular, 
remain only proposals. States have taken steps, how-
ever, to make voting easier for citizens. As of 2014, 
27 states and the District of Columbia afforded voters the 
option of “no-fault” absentee voting, meaning that vot-
ers can vote absentee without having to demonstrate 
they are residing outside their home state or giving any 
other explanation. Three states—Washington, Oregon, 
and Colorado—conduct their elections through the mail 
(see the Constitutional Connections box on page 177 for 
more information). While reformers had hoped that such 
reforms would dramatically increase voter turnout, the 
evidence suggests that their effect is very modest, on the 
order of a few percentage points at most.5

If voter turnout rates are to rise substantially in the 
United States, then nonregistered voters must become 
registered to vote in ever greater numbers. In addition to 
the roughly 40 million registered nonvoters, another 40 
million or so voting-age citizens were not registered to 
vote in each of several recent national elections.

In most European nations, registration is done for 
you—automatically—by the government. By contrast, in 
America, the entire burden of registering to vote falls on 
the individual voters: they must learn how and when and 
where to register; they must take the time and trouble to 
go somewhere and fill out a registration form; and they 
must register if they happen to move. It takes more effort 
to register to vote in this country than it does to register in 
other democracies; it should not be surprising that fewer 
people are registered here than abroad (for other differ-
ences between the U.S. and other nations, see the How 
We Compare box on page 175.).

But would making it less burdensome to register 
necessarily result in higher percentages of Americans 
becoming registered voters and voting? In 1993, 
Congress passed a law designed to make it easier to 
register to vote. Known as the motor-voter law, the law 
allows people in all 50 states to register to vote when 
applying for driver’s licenses and to provide registration 
through the mail and at some state offices that serve the 
disabled or provide public assistance (such as checks for 
eligible low-income families).

As with early, mail-in, and absentee balloting (see 
the Constitutional Connections feature on page 177), 

importance to voters than many elections for scores of 
offices. But one election for one office probably has less 
effect on how the nation is governed than many elections 
for thousands of offices. Americans may not vote at high 
rates, but voting affects a far greater part of the political 
system here than abroad.

This suggests that the number of elections might 
explain why Americans turn out at lower levels than in 
other nations. But there are other structural reasons as 
well. Many Americans cannot vote because they have not 
registered: According to the U.S. Census Bureau, only 71 
percent of eligible citizens are actually registered to vote.3 
Registration is the simplest barrier to voting, but also the 
most profound: No matter one’s interest in politics, if you 
are not registered, you cannot vote.

Still, simply getting more people registered to vote is 
not a cure-all for nonvoting, for in each national election 
since 2006, about half of all nonvoters were registered. 

a b

turnout as 
Percentage 
of voting-

age 
Population

turnout as 
Percentage 

of 
registered 

voters

Italy 92.0% Australia 94.5%

New Zealand 86.0 Belgium 92.5

Belgium 84.8 Austria 83.1

Austria 84.4 New Zealand 90.8

Australia 84.2 Italy 89.8

Sweden 84.1 Netherlands 87.5

Netherlands 83.8 Sweden 87.1

Denmark 83.6 Denmark 85.9

Canada 82.6 Germany 85.4

Germany 80.2 Norway 80.4

Norway 79.2 United 
 Kingdom 75.2

United 
 Kingdom 73.8

Canada 73.9

France 67.3 France 73.8

Switzerland 51.9 United 
states 66.5

United 
states 47.7

Switzerland 56.5

Source: Rafael Lopez Pintor, Maria Gratschew, and Kate Sullivan, 
“Voter Turnout Rates from a Comparative Perspective,” in Voter 
Turnout Since 1945: A Global Report (Stockholm: International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2002).

 TABLe 8.1      two ways of calculating voting turnout, 
here and abroad
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8-1 A Close Look at Nonvoting 175

(see Figure 8.2). But between 1993 and 2012, while voter 
registration rates had increased somewhat, there still was 
no solid evidence that the law had substantially increased 
voter turnout. Other studies of efforts to facilitate regis-
tration have come to similar conclusions: increasing reg-
istration only very modestly increases turnout.7 Whether 
current efforts to decrease the cost of registration—such 
as Oregon’s law automatically registering all citizens who 
have a driver’s license or state ID unless they opt out—will 
increase turnout remain to be seen.8

In recent years, campaigns have begun to invest 
more heavily in old-fashioned get-out-the-vote (GOTV) 
drives to boost voter turnout. Many careful studies have 
found that such efforts do increase participation, though 
the exact amount depends on many different factors, 
including the type of message used, how the campaign 
makes contact with the voter (i.e., through a mailer, a 
phone call, or an in-person visit from the canvasser), the 
salience of the election, and so forth.9

Arguably the most effective get-out-the-vote mes-
sage is the “social pressure” message. In this message, 
subjects are told before the election that whether they 
vote in the election is a matter of public record (as it is 
in nearly all states), and after the election, the campaign 
will inform their neighbors whether or not they voted (they 
send a mailer indicating who voted on the block, and 
who did not). This message is powerful: People do not 
want their nonvoting revealed to their neighbors! Those 
who received this message were more than 8 percent 
more likely to turn out and vote.10 This may not sound 
like much in the abstract, but consider that an aver-
age Congressional district has approximately 700,000 
citizens. Eight percent of a district’s voters is more than 
50,000 individuals, which could be enough to change 
who wins and who loses.

Such efforts, replicated on a large scale, can help 
to reshape the electorate. For example, in 2008 and 
2012, the Obama campaign conducted a massive get-
out-the-vote effort. The Obama campaign organized 2.2 
million volunteers to have 24 million conversations with 
Americans and register 1.8 million additional voters.11 
While Republican operations were not quite as large, 
they too were impressive. One estimate suggests that the 
2012 Romney and Obama campaigns together gener-
ated over 400 million voter contacts (obviously contact-
ing many voters multiple times), with a net increase of 
almost 2.6 million voters as a result.12 Perhaps even more 
importantly, these studies find that being involved in such 
activities helps to bring many new people into the politi-
cal process, integrating them into their communities more 
fully, illustrating that the effects of get-out-the-vote efforts 
extend beyond the ballot box.13

But such efforts are not a panacea. While Obama’s 
effort was especially successful, it is unclear whether 

the evidence regarding the motor-voter law’s impact on 
voter participation remains hard to interpret definitively. 
In 2001, eight years after the law was enacted, millions 
of citizens had registered to vote via state motor vehicles 
bureaus or other state offices, but a study found “that 
those who register when the process is costless are 
less likely to vote.”6 By 2012, motor-voter law-related 
means of registration were the single most widely used 

Laws on Voting

Ratified in 1971, the Twenty-sixth Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution forbids states to deny “on account 
of age” the right to vote to citizens who are age 18 
or older. But most states deny voting rights to voting-
age citizens who have been convicted of felony crimes. 
Relevant state laws vary; for instance, Kentucky and 
Florida have largely maintained laws that disenfran-
chise felons for life, while Maine and Vermont have 
permitted certain presently incarcerated felons to vote.

The legal voting age in almost all other nations is 
also 18. In about a dozen other countries, however, the 
legal voting age has been 16 (as in Brazil) or 17 (as in 
Indonesia); and in about 20 other nations the legal vot-
ing age is 19 (as in South Korea), 20 (as in Japan), or 21 
(as in Lebanon).

Some democracies (e.g., the United Kingdom) deny 
prisoners the right to vote, but it is far more common 
for democracies to permit all prisoners (save, in some 
nations, persons convicted of electoral fraud or related 
crimes) to vote. America is almost alone among democ-
racies in the extent to which laws deny ex- prisoners 
the right to vote.

America is also in the international minority with 
respect to laws on voter registration. In most other 
nations it is legally compulsory for voters to register; 
a central, regional, or local government, or, most com-
monly, a specialized “electoral management body,” is 
expressly responsible for registering voters in national 
elections.

In America, voter registration is not legally required, 
and under a diverse array of state laws, individual vot-
ing-age citizens remain responsible for registering to 
vote.

Source: ACE Electoral Knowledge Network and United 
Nations Development Program, Data on Voter Registration 
and Voting Age, http://www.aceproject.org, accessed May 
2010; The Sentencing Project, “Felony Disenfranchisement 
in the United States,” September 2008.

How we Compare
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176 Chapter 8 Political Participation

turnout, the subject of this chapter; it also requires us 
to look at the composition and activities of political par-
ties, interest groups, and the media (the subjects of later 
chapters).

Nonetheless, voting is important. To understand why 
participation in American elections takes the form that 
it does, we must first understand how laws have deter-
mined who shall vote and under what circumstances.

8-2 the rise of the american 
electorate
It is ironic that relatively few citizens vote in American 
elections, since it was in this country that the mass of 
people first became eligible to vote. At the time the 
Constitution was ratified, the vote was limited to prop-
erty owners or taxpayers, but by the administration of 
Andrew Jackson (1829–1837) it had been broadened to 
include virtually all white male adults. Only in a few states 
did property restrictions persist: they were not abolished 
in New Jersey until 1844 or in North Carolina until 1856. 
And, of course, African American males could not vote 
in many states, in the North as well as in the South, even 
if they were not slaves. Women could not vote in most 
states until the 20th century; Chinese Americans were 
widely denied the vote; and being in prison is grounds for 
losing the franchise in many states even today. Aliens, 
on the other hand, often were allowed to vote if they 
had at least begun the process of becoming citizens. 
By 1880, only an estimated 14 percent of all adult males 

future efforts will achieve such considerable success. 
Furthermore, more generally, political scientists have 
shown that get-out-the-vote efforts often heighten par-
ticipatory inequalities by targeting those who are already 
most likely to vote, rather than those who are more mar-
ginal.14 While there have been particular efforts targeted 
at more marginal voters to increase their participation,15 
such efforts are relatively rare. This suggests that while 
get-out-the-vote drives can help to reshape the elector-
ate, they are not a full solution to the lack of voter partici-
pation in America.

Of course, voting is only one way of participating in 
politics. It is important—we could hardly be considered 
a democracy if nobody voted—but it is not all-important. 
Joining civic associations, supporting social movements, 
writing to legislators, fighting city hall—all these and other 
activities are ways of participating in politics. It is possible 
that, by these measures, Americans participate in politics 
more than most Europeans—or anybody else, for that mat-
ter. Moreover, it is possible that low rates of registration indi-
cate that people are reasonably well satisfied with how the 
country is governed. If 100 percent of all adult Americans 
registered and voted (especially under a system that makes 
registering relatively difficult), it could mean that people were 
deeply upset about how things were run. In short, it is not at 
all clear whether low voter turnout is a symptom of political 
disease or a sign of political good health. 

The important question about participation is not 
how much participation there is but how different kinds of 
participation affect the kind of government we get. This 
question cannot be answered just by looking at voter 

 Figure 8.2  Method of voter registration, 2012

Department of
motor vehicles (24.2%)

Public
assistance
agency (1.2%)

Mailed form to election
office (13.1%)

Using the
internet (2.9%)

School, hospital,
or campus (5.5%)

County or government
registration

office (19.1%)Registration
booth (5%)

At polls on
election day (6.3%)

Other place/
way (3.7%)

Don’t know/
refused (19%)

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Voting and Registration in the Election of 2012,” May 2013.
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8-2 The Rise of the American Electorate 177

State Voting Laws and procedures

“The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for 
Senators and Representatives, shall be prescribed in each 
State by the Legislature thereof . . .”

Thus begins Article I, Section 4, of the Constitution. As 
indicated in the How We Compare feature on page 175, 
the United States is unique among modern democracies 
in the extent to which the laws and procedures under 
which its citizens vote vary according to where in the 
nation they reside. As discussed elsewhere in this chap-
ter, the states are no longer free as they once were to 
decide who could vote for what office, but the shift to 
federal control has not eliminated differences in state 
voting laws and procedures. With few exceptions, the 
federal courts, including the U.S. Supreme Court, have 
let present-day differences in states’ voting laws and pro-
cedures stand.

Currently, in addition to the traditional Election Day trek to 
a polling place or “voting booth” in one’s home voting dis-
trict, there are three other ways for voting-age Americans 
to cast ballots.

•	 Early Voting: Thirty-three states and the District of 
Columbia permit people to cast in-person ballots prior 
to Election Day, and without requiring that they fur-
nish any excuse for doing so. The early voting periods 
ranged from the Friday before Election Day to 45 days 
before Election Day. The average early voting period 
was about 20 days.

•	 Absentee Voting: All states permit absentee voting 
by mail for military personnel, their voting-age depen-
dents, and U.S. citizens living overseas. All states also 

mail absentee ballots to certain other voters; but in 
27 states and the District of Columbia, no excuse for 
absentee voting is required, while in 21 other states, 
an excuse is required. In seven states, certain citi-
zens receive “permanent absentee ballot” privileges; 
in most, the citizens granted this status must give evi-
dence of a chronic illness or disability; in Alaska, the 
status was also afforded to citizens that lived in remote 
parts of the state.

•	 Mail Voting: A ballot is automatically mailed to every 
eligible citizen, no request required. There are no tradi-
tional Election Day voting sites. Two states, Washington 
and Oregon, used this system. Colorado mails a ballot to 
all eligible citizens, but citizens may also vote in person 
at the Voter Service and Polling Center on Election Day.

It happens that the 15 states with the most restrictive 
voting laws and procedures—no early voting, and an 
excuse required for absentee voting—are all located in 
the eastern half of the country, with the highest concen-
tration of them in the Northeast. Constitutionally, states 
have also been permitted to decide whether to deny 
voting rights to voting-age citizens who have been con-
victed of felony crimes. There continue to be wide state-
by-state disparities in felon disenfranchisement laws and 
procedures. For instance, as of 2015, some states allow 
currently incarcerated prisoners to vote, others permit 
convicted felons to vote once they have served their 
prison  sentence, while others permanently disenfran-
chise convicted felons.

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures, 
“Absentee and Early Voting,” October 2014.

Constitutional ConneCtions

in the United States could not vote; in England in the 
same period, about 40 percent of adult males were 
disfranchised.16

From State to Federal Control
Initially, it was left entirely to the states to decide who could 
vote and for what offices. The Constitution gave Congress 
the right to pick the day on which presidential electors 
would gather and to alter state regulations regarding con-
gressional elections. The only provision of the Constitution 
requiring a popular election was the clause in Article I stat-
ing that members of the House of Representatives be cho-
sen by the “people of the several states.”

Because of this permissiveness, early federal elec-
tions varied greatly. Several states picked their members 
of the House at large (that is, statewide) rather than by 
district; others used districts but elected more than one 
representative from each. Some had their elections in 
odd-numbered years, and some even required that a 
congressional candidate win a majority, rather than simply 
a plurality, of votes to be elected (when that requirement 
was in effect, runoff elections—in one case, as many as 
12—were necessary). Furthermore, presidential electors 
and senators were at first picked by state legislatures 
rather than by the voters directly.

Congress, by law and constitutional amendment, 
has steadily reduced state prerogatives in these matters. 
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178 Chapter 8 Political Participation

meant. By a series of decisions, it held that the Fifteenth 
Amendment did not necessarily confer the right to vote 
on anybody; it merely asserted that if someone was 
denied that right, the denial could not be explicitly on the 
grounds of race. And the burden of proving that it was 
race that led to the denial fell on the black citizen who 
was turned away at the polls.17

This interpretation opened the door to three espe-
cially notorious but then-legal devices to keep blacks 
from voting. One was a literacy test (a large proportion 
of former slaves were illiterate); another was a require-
ment that a poll tax be paid (most former slaves were 
poor); and the third was the practice of keeping blacks 
from voting in primary elections (in the one-party South, 
the only meaningful election was the Democratic pri-
mary). To allow whites who were illiterate or poor to vote, 
a grandfather clause was added to the law, saying 
that a person could vote, even if he did not meet the legal 
requirements, if he or his ancestors voted before 1867 
(blacks, of course, could not vote before 1867). When all 
else failed, blacks were intimidated, threatened, or 
harassed if they showed up at the polls.

There began a long, slow legal process of challenging 
in court each of these restrictions in turn. One by one, the 
Supreme Court set most of them aside. The grandfather 

literacy test A requirement 
that citizens show that they 
can read before registering 
to vote.

poll tax A requirement that 
citizens pay a tax in order to 
register to vote.

grandfather clause 
A clause in registration 
laws allowing people who 
do not meet registration 
requirements to vote if they 
or their ancestors had voted 
before 1867.

In 1842, a federal law 
required that all mem-
bers of the House be 
elected by districts; 
other laws over the 
years required that all 
federal elections be 
held in even-numbered 
years on the Tuesday 
following the first 
Monday in November.

The most impor-
tant changes in elec-
tions have been those 
that extended the suf-
frage to women, African 

Americans, and 18-year-olds and made mandatory the 
direct popular election of U.S. senators. The Fifteenth 
Amendment, adopted in 1870, said that the “right of 
citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any state on 
account of race, color, or previous condition of servi-
tude.” Reading those words today, one would assume 
they gave African Americans the right to vote. That is 
not what the Supreme Court of the 1870s thought they 

expanding Voting: Majoritarian politics

As we discussed in the text, in recent decades, a number 
of states have expanded access to the ballot. A few states 
now allow all-mail balloting, while others allow no-excuse 
absentee balloting or early voting before Election Day (see 
the Constitutional Connections box on page 177 for more 
information). Such efforts to broaden access to the bal-
lot are best thought of as majoritarian politics. There are 
dispersed benefits to all citizens from expanded access 
to the ballot, since it makes it easier for everyone to take 
part in elections. Citizens no longer need to go to a poll-
ing place on Election Day and stand in line to cast a bal-
lot; rather, they can vote in a more convenient manner. 
However, as we noted in the body of the chapter, such 
reforms have done little to boost turnout.

At the same time, there are dispersed costs to all voters 
as well. Voters who vote early may vote differently than 
voters who cast their ballot on Election Day. Those who 
vote early necessarily miss some of the campaign, and 
hence may vote differently if important information comes 
out after they have cast their ballot. Furthermore, some 
have raised concerns about the security of vote by mail 
in particular (for both all-mail and absentee ballots). When 

voting in person, there are safeguards in place to pro-
tect the integrity of the ballot, but many of them are gone 
when voting by mail, leading to the potential for abuse. 

As is typically the case with majoritarian politics, the 
ultimate debate has come down to which side has the 
more compelling argument (since the costs and benefits 
are so widely dispersed). In the end, in most places, the 
arguments about increasing the ease of voting have car-
ried the day. To respond to criticisms, some states have 
put in place systems to try and reduce fraud, though it is 
unclear how serious a problem it is or how to best stop it.

Source: Adam Liptak, “Error and Fraud at Issue as Absentee 
Voting Rises,” New York Times, October 7, 2012
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8-2 The Rise of the American Electorate 179

clause was declared unconstitutional in 1915,18 and the 
white primary finally fell in 1944.19 Some of the more 
blatantly discriminatory literacy tests also were overturned.20 
The practical result of these rulings was slight: only a small 
proportion of voting-age blacks were able to register and 
vote in the South, and they were found mostly in the larger 
cities. A dramatic change did not begin until 1965, with the 
passage of the Voting Rights Act. This act suspended the 
use of literacy tests and authorized the appointment of fed-
eral examiners who could order the registration of blacks in 
states and counties (mostly in the South) where fewer than 
50 percent of the voting-age population were registered or 
had voted in the last presidential election. It also provided 
criminal penalties for interfering with the right to vote.

white primary The practice 
of keeping blacks from 
voting in the southern 
states’ primaries through 
arbitrary use of registration 
requirements and 
intimidation.

Though implemen-
tation in some places 
was slow, the number of 
African Americans voting 
rose sharply throughout 
the South. For example, 
in Mississippi the pro-
portion of voting-age 
blacks who registered 
rose from 5 percent to over 70 percent from 1960 to 1970. 
These changes had a profound effect on the behavior of 
many white southern politicians: Governor George Wallace 
stopped making pro-segregation speeches and began 
courting the black vote.

Women were kept from the polls by law more than 
by intimidation, and when the laws changed, women 
almost immediately began to vote in large numbers. By 
1915, several states, mostly in the West, had begun to 
permit women to vote. But it was not until the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution was ratified in 1920, after 
a struggle lasting many decades, that women gener-
ally were allowed to vote. At one stroke, the size of the 
eligible voting population almost doubled. Contrary to 
the hopes of some and the fears of others, no dramatic 
changes occurred in the conduct of elections, the identity 

right to Vote
•	Smith v. Allwright (1944): Because political 

 parties select candidates for public office, they 
may not exclude blacks from voting in their 
primary elections.

lanDmark Cases

After Reconstruction ended in 1876, black voting shrank under the 
attacks of white supremacists.
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After the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, blacks and whites 
voted together in a small Alabama town.
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180 Chapter 8 Political Participation

Voter turnout
The proportion of the voting-age population that has gone 
to the polls in presidential elections has remained about the 
same—between 50 and 63 percent of those  eligible—at 
least since 1928, and appears today to be much smaller 
than it was in the latter part of the 19th century (see 
Figure 8.3). In every presidential election between 1860 and 
1900, at least 70 percent of the eligible population appar-
ently went to the polls, and in some years (1860 and 1876) 
almost 80 percent seem to have voted. Since 1900, in not 
a single presidential election has turnout reached 70 per-
cent, and on two occasions (1920 and 1924), it did not 
even reach 50 percent.22 Even outside the South, where 
efforts to disenfranchise African Americans make data on 
voter turnout especially hard to interpret, turnout seems to 
have declined: Over 85  percent of the voting-age popula-
tion participated in presidential elections in non-Southern 
states between 1884 and 1900, but only 68  percent par-
ticipated between 1936 and 1960, and even fewer have 
done so since then.23

Scholars have vigorously debated the meaning of 
these figures. One view is that this decline in turnout, 
even allowing for the shaky data on which the estimates 
are based, has been real and is the result of a decline 
of popular interest in elections and a weakening of the 
competitiveness of the two major parties. During the 19th 
century, according to this theory, the parties fought hard, 
worked strenuously to get as many voters as possible to 
the polls, afforded the mass of voters a chance to partici-
pate in party politics through caucuses and conventions, 
kept the legal barriers to participation (such as com-
plex registration procedures) low, and looked forward to 
close, exciting elections. After 1896, by which time the 
South had become a one-party Democratic region and 
the North heavily Republican, both parties became more 
conservative, national elections usually resulted in lop-
sided victories for the Republicans, and citizens began 
to lose interest in politics because it no longer seemed 
relevant to their needs. The parties ceased functioning 
as organizations to mobilize the mass of voters and fell 
under the control of leaders, mostly conservative, who 
resisted mass participation.24

There is another view, however. It argues that the 
decline in voter turnout has been more apparent than 
real. Though elections were certainly more of a popular 
sport in the 19th century than they are today, the parties 
were no more democratic then than now, and voters then 
may have been more easily manipulated. Until around the 
beginning of the 20th century, voting fraud was common-
place because it was easy to pull off. The political parties, 
not the government, printed the ballots; they often were 
cast in public, not private, voting booths; there were few 
serious efforts to decide who was eligible to vote, and the 
rules that did operate were easily evaded.

of the winners, or the substance of public policy. Initially, 
at least, women voted more or less in the same manner 
as men, though not quite as frequently.

The political impact of the youth vote was also 
less than expected. The Voting Rights Act of 1970 
gave 18-year-olds the right to vote in federal elections 
beginning January 1, 1971. It also contained a provi-
sion lowering the voting age to 18 in state elections, 
but the Supreme Court declared this unconstitutional. 
As a result, a constitutional amendment, the Twenty-
sixth, was proposed by Congress and ratified by the 
states in 1971. The 1972 elections became the first in 
which all people between the ages of 18 and 21 could 
cast ballots (before then, four states had allowed those 
under 21 to vote). About 25 million people suddenly 
became eligible to participate in elections, but their 
turnout (42 percent) was lower than for the population 
as a whole, and they did not flock to any particular party 
or candidate.

Every presidential election year since 1972 has 
been accompanied by predictions that the “youth vote” 
is likely to surge. Such predictions were especially prev-
alent in 2008. In 2008, 23 million citizens under age 
30, representing 52 percent of the 18- to 29-year- old 
 voting population, voted. That was a higher fraction 
than in 1996 (37 percent), 2000 (41 percent), and 2004 
(48 percent), but lower than 1972 (55 percent) and the 
same as 1992 (52 percent). In 2012, that figure dropped 
back to 45 percent. Moreover, in every presidential elec-
tion from 1996 through 2004, the under-30 youth vote 
accounted for 17 percent of the total election-day elec-
torate; in 2008 the fraction rose, but only to 18 percent, 
and dropped back to below 17 percent in 2012. We 
return to the question of why young people in particular 
do not vote, and the consequences of that, later in the 
chapter.21

The campaign to win the vote for women nationwide succeeded 
with the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.
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8-2 The Rise of the American Electorate 181

not have had a decline 
in voter participation as 
great as some have sug-
gested. Nevertheless, 
most schol ars believe 
that turnout probably did 
actually decline some-
what after the 1890s. 
One reason was that 
voter regis tration regu-
lations became more burdensome: there were longer 
residency requirements; aliens who had begun but not 
completed the process of becoming citizens could no 
longer vote in most states; it became harder for African 
Americans to vote; educational qualifications for voting 
were adopted by several states; and voters had to reg-
ister long in advance of the elections. These changes, 
designed to purify the electoral process, were aspects of 
the progressive reform impulse (described in Chapter 9) 
and served to cut back on the number of people who 
could participate in elections.

Under these circumstances, it was easy for a per-
son to vote more than once, and the party machines 
made heavy use of these “floaters,” or repeaters. “Vote 
early and often” was not a joke; it was a fact. The par-
ties often controlled the counting of votes, padding the 
totals whenever they feared losing. As a result of these 
machinations, often the number of votes counted was 
larger than the number cast, and often the number cast 
was in turn larger than the number of individuals eligible 
to vote.

Around 1890, the states began adopting the 
Australian ballot. This was a government-printed 
ballot of uniform size and shape that was cast in secret, 
created to replace the old party-printed ballots cast in 
public. By 1910, only three states were without the 
Australian ballot. Its use cut back on (but certainly did not 
eliminate) vote buying and fraudulent vote counts.

In short, if votes had been legally cast and honestly 
counted in the 19th century, the statistics on election 
turnout might well be much lower than the inflated  figures 
we now have.25 To the extent that this is true, we may 

Australian ballot 
A government-printed ballot 
of uniform dimensions to 
be cast in secret that many 
states adopted around 
1890 to reduce voting 
fraud associated with 
party-printed ballots cast 
in public.

 Figure 8.3  voter Participation in Presidential elections, 1860–2012
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182 Chapter 8 Political Participation

law. There is no doubt there will continue to be legal chal-
lenges to these laws into the future. Regardless of their 
legal status, however, such laws do not seem to have 
much impact on turnout. The best evidence is that if 
these laws affect aggregate turnout at all, they reduce it 
by at most a few percentage points.31

Even after all the legal changes are taken into account, 
there seems to have been a decline in citizen participation 
in elections. Between 1960 and 1980, the proportion of 
voting-age people casting a ballot in presidential elections 
fell by about 10 percentage points, a drop that cannot be 
explained by how ballots were printed, how registration 
rules were rewritten, nor the other changes reviewed above. 
Nor can these factors explain why 1996 witnessed not only 
the lowest level of turnout (49 percent) in a presidential 
election since 1924 but also the single steepest four-year 
decline (from 55 percent in 1992) since 1920. While turn-
out increased somewhat in 2008 and 2012, it still is much 
lower than the levels seen earlier in the 20th century. 

Actual trends in turnout aside, what if they gave an 
election and everyone came? Would universal turnout 
change national election outcomes and the content of 
public policy? It has long been argued that because the 
poor, less educated, and minorities are overrepresented 
among nonvoters, universal turnout would strongly ben-
efit Democratic candidates and liberal causes. But care-
ful studies of this question have found that the “party of 
nonvoters” largely mirrors the demographically diverse 
and ideologically divided population that goes to the polls, 
and that even if everyone voted, the outcome would only 
change by a very small amount, not enough to actually 
change the balance of an election or many policies.32

8-3 Who participates in politics?
To understand better why voter turnout declined and 
what, if anything, that decline may mean, we must first 
look at who participates in politics.

Strict voter registra-
tion procedures tended, 
like most reforms in 
American politics, to have 
unintended as well as 
intended consequences. 

These changes not only reduced fraudulent voting but also 
reduced voting generally because they made it more difficult 
for certain groups of perfectly honest voters—those with little 
education, for example, or those who had recently moved—
to register and vote. This was not the first time, and it will 
not be the last, that a reform designed to cure one problem 
created another.

Following the controversy over Florida’s vote count in 
the 2000 presidential election, many proposals were made 
to overhaul the nation’s voting system. In 2002, Congress 
passed a measure that for the first time requires each state 
to have in place a system for counting the disputed ballots 
of voters whose names were left off official registration lists. 
In addition, the law provides federal funds for upgrading 
voting equipment and procedures and for training election 
officials. But it stops short of creating a uniform national 
voting system. Paper ballots, lever machines, and punch-
card voting systems will still be used in some places, while 
optical scan and direct recording electronic equipment will 
be used in others. Since then, however, there have been 
fewer such calls to reform voting technology.

In the past decade, the major legal challenge to voter 
laws has been the rise of voter identification laws. 
Thirty-four states have passed laws that would require 
voters to show a government-issued photo identification 
to vote, and 31 such laws were in place for the 2014 
election.26 Proponents claim such laws are needed to 
prevent voter fraud (by having someone pretend to be 
someone else at the polling place). However, numerous 
careful studies and government reports have found that 
such in-person voter fraud is extremely rare.27

Critics of such laws argue that many citizens lack 
photo identification and hence cannot vote: Several stud-
ies suggest that approximately 10 percent of the popula-
tion does not have valid photo identification. While nearly 
all laws provide a provision for voters to obtain such iden-
tification, many of those without identification also lack the 
paperwork needed to get them. Furthermore, those with-
out proper identification are overwhelmingly poor and/or 
racial minorities.28 Several studies also suggest that these 
voter ID laws may not be enforced uniformly: Minority vot-
ers are more likely to be asked to show an ID, even after 
relevant demographic factors are taken into account.29

Given this, many such laws have been challenged in 
court. While the Supreme Court ruled in 2008 that such 
laws are not necessarily unconstitutional,30 subsequent 
court challenges have struck down some laws, while 
leaving others intact, depending on the specifics of the 

voter identification law 
Laws requiring citizens to 
show a government-issued 
photo ID in order to vote.

People show their support for the major-party presidential 
 candidates in 2012.
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8-3 Who Participates in Politics? 183

than the average per-
son. Campaigners not 
only vote but also like 
to get involved in cam-
paign activities. They 
are better educated than the average voter, but what 
seems to distinguish them most is their interest in the 
conflicts, passions, and struggles of politics; their clear 
identification with a political party; and their willingness to 
take strong positions. Communalists are much like cam-
paigners in social background but have a very different 
temperament: They do not like the conflict and tension 
of partisan campaigns. They tend to reserve their energy 
for community activities of a more nonpartisan nature—
forming and joining organizations to deal with local prob-
lems and contacting local officials about these problems. 
Finally, there are some parochial participants, who do not 
vote and stay out of election campaigns and civic asso-
ciations but are willing to contact local officials about spe-
cific, often personal, problems.35

What Drives participation?
But who participates in politics? The characterization 
above suggests that some people are deeply involved, 
while others are content to sit on the political sidelines. 
What groups actually participate most in elections? 
Figure 8.4 shows what percentage of various demo-
graphic groups voted in the 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2012 
presidential elections.

Several interesting patterns immediately jump out. 
First, there is an enormous effect of education on voter 
turnout: Those who have more education are much more 
likely to participate in politics, and the same is true of 
those who are employed. Likewise, while there are effec-
tively no black–white differences in turnout, we find large 
effects for Hispanics, who are more than 20 percent less 
likely to turn out and vote. Why do we see these differ-
ences? Political scientists have identified many factors 

Forms of participation
While voting is perhaps the quintessential form of politi-
cal participation, there are many other ways of being 
involved in the political process. For example, people can 
be involved in a campaign: they can volunteer to staff a 
phone bank or participate in a get-out-the-vote drive, or 
they can write a check to a candidate or a party. They 
can also participate in many other ways as well: they can 
attend community meetings; contact public officials to 
direct their attention to a particular problem; work through 
an interest group; participate in a protest, demonstration, 
or social movement; and so forth. When political scien-
tists think of participation, we think of any method that 
citizens engage in to try and influence politics.

As we saw above, in recent years, approximately 
50–60 percent of the public has voted in presidential 
elections. Other types of political participation are less 
common. For example, in most election years, approxi-
mately 20 percent display a yard sign, bumper sticker, or 
button; 15 percent give money to a candidate or party; 
10 percent attend a political meeting or rally; and only 
5–6 percent volunteer for a campaign or party. Such pat-
terns have been quite consistent for more than 50 years, 
suggesting that it is not simply that today’s citizens par-
ticipate less than those of yesteryear.33

Such numbers perhaps should not surprise us: After 
all, political participation is a costly activity, requiring 
resources (time, money, and so forth) as well as interest 
in politics. That said, however, we should not conclude 
that Americans are not interested in their communities, as 
studies have found that Americans frequently participate 
in apolitical ways, for example, by volunteering with a reli-
gious or charitable organization. Furthermore, relative to 
citizens from other nations, Americans are more involved 
in politics and community affairs (even though we turn out 
to vote at lower levels, as we saw in Table 8.1).34

In one study, scholars analyzed the ways in which 
people participate in politics and came up with six forms 
of participation that are characteristic of six different kinds 
of U.S. citizens. About one-fifth (22 percent) of the popu-
lation is completely inactive: they rarely vote, they do not 
get involved in organizations, and they probably do not 
even talk about politics very much. These inactives typi-
cally have little education and low incomes and are rela-
tively young. Many of them are African American. At the 
opposite extreme are the complete activists, constitut-
ing about one-ninth of the population (11 percent). These 
people are highly educated, have high incomes, and tend 
to be middle-aged rather than young or old. They tend to 
participate in all forms of politics.

Between these extremes are four categories of lim-
ited forms of participation. The voting specialists are 
people who vote but do little else; they tend not to have 
much schooling or income and to be substantially older 

activists People who tend 
to participate in all forms of 
politics

After Hurricane Sandy in 2012, volunteers help to rebuild homes 
destroyed in Far Rockaway, New York.
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184 Chapter 8 Political Participation

 Figure 8.4  voter turnout in Presidential elections by schooling, employment, and race, 2000–2012
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that increase political participation; here we focus on sev-
eral of the most important.

First, and perhaps most importantly, citizens need 
the resources necessary to participate in politics. 
Resources to participate in politics include factors such 
as time, money, and civic skills. Time is an obvious pre-
requisite to participating in politics: If you do not have the 
free time to be politically active, you cannot participate. 
Likewise, if you are going to donate to a campaign, you 
need the financial resources to make the contribution. 
With more money, you can also afford to have a stable 
residence, and avoid the need to reregister because you 
changed your address. Finally, civic skills are the com-
munication and organization abilities that help people 
participate in politics. These include factors like comfort 
in public speaking, experience organizing meetings, the 
ability to speak and understand English (and American 
politics/culture), and so forth. So if you are a strong 
public speaker, can write well, and frequently organize 
people into meetings (setting the agenda, running the 
meeting, etc.), then you will find it easier to do these 
tasks in politics as well.36 Resources are, in effect, the 
“raw ingredients” of political participation; without these 
background characteristics, it is difficult to participate.

Differences in resources help to explain differences 
across these groups, especially with factors like employ-
ment and education. Those with more education (or who 
are employed) have more of the resources necessary 
to participate in politics. For example, those with more 
education have higher levels of civic skills, and they also 
typically have higher incomes as well. Likewise, those 
who are employed have the opportunity to develop civic 
skills (running meetings, being organized, etc.) from their 
jobs. As a result, these groups participate more.

Differences in resources also help to explain why 
voting-eligible Hispanics participate at lower levels than 
voting-eligible whites or blacks. Scholars have found 
that once they adjust for relevant resource-related fac-
tors (such as age, education, residential mobility, income, 
employment, and so forth), the gaps become smaller.37 
For example, some Hispanics have limited English pro-
ficiency, which is often a barrier to participating in poli-
tics. Likewise, those who are second- or third-generation 
Latinos—those who grew up in America, and hence are 
more familiar with American culture and politics and to 
have family members who have voted in America—are 
more likely to participate. Put slightly different, Hispanic 
citizens tend to have fewer political resources than other 
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not because of resources, but because of mobilization.42 
Likewise, churches have provided a valuable mechanism 
for bringing Latino voters into the political system.43 Such 
mobilization also takes place through the Kiwanis Club, a 
bowling league, or even just among friends.

Such mobilization becomes even more important 
when we realize that participation is habit-forming. Those 
who are mobilized by a get-out-the-vote message in one 
election are more likely to vote in future elections, even 
without receiving another get-out-the-vote message.44 
Likewise, young voters who participate in one election 
are more likely to participate in future elections,45 and, 
more generally, for most citizens, voting is a habit: Once 
they begin to vote, they are likely to continue, as with any 
habit.46 Being mobilized in one election can have impor-
tant spillover consequences for future elections as well. 

Fourth, some people become politically active 
because they care deeply about a particular issue. For 
example, they may be upset at drug dealers using a 
corner park in their neighborhood and organize a local 
neighborhood watch, partnering with the police to drive 
the drug dealers out. In so doing, they learn valuable skills 
about how to organize their neighbors, how to work with 
local officials, and so forth. These skills are directly trans-
ferable to other types of political participation. Indeed, 
many of those who first become involved with politics or 
community life because of a particular issue often then 
become more broadly politically involved.47 Such path-
ways to participation are especially important for those 
who lack the types of political resources discussed 
above. Lacking resources, passion and motivation can 
inspire some voters to participate.

Finally, experiences with government programs can 
also shape political participation. For example, prior to the 
creation of the Social Security program, senior citizens par-
ticipated far less than other Americans, but today, seniors 
are among the most politically involved Americans. Why 
did Social Security increase participation among the aged? 
Social Security gave seniors income security, and meant 
that many of them no longer had to work. This gave them 
free time to become politically engaged, and they focused 
much of their attention on the program most directly rel-
evant to their lives: Social Security. Seniors, in the wake 
of the program’s passage, became more involved in poli-
tics, and argued on behalf of the program, thereby further 
 strengthening it. So citizens create programs (by partici-
pating in  government), but programs also create citizens 
by giving them valuable political skills.48

political participation among 
Young people
Above, we saw how some groups participate more, 
while others participate less. One of the most striking 
 inequalities in participation occurs with respect to age. 

Americans, but conditional on that, their participation 
looks similar to other groups.38

But resources alone do not explain who participates 
in politics: After all, some people with advanced degrees 
always vote, while others never come to the polls. To 
fully understand participation, resources are only a start. 
Engagement with politics also matters. To participate, 
you must believe your voice matters in the political pro-
cess, and you have to be interested in politics. Absent 
this, you are unlikely to participate, no matter what your 
level of resources.39

This interest in politics can come from many places, 
but schools are a particularly important source. Education 
helps to foster civic norms in students, and helps them 
to realize that their participation in government matters. 
Such effects are especially strong among those who take 
government and/or civics classes, where they are instilled 
with the importance of political participation. As a result, 
these individuals participate more later in life.40 So edu-
cation increases participation in two ways: by providing 
civic skills and by increasing political interest. Given this, 
education is one of the most important pathways to par-
ticipation in America.

Third, for many people, being mobilized is a key step 
to participation: When asked why they participated, they 
said they did so because they were asked.41 We saw 
above that political parties and campaigns (via get-out-
the-vote efforts) are key mobilizing factors in contemporary 
elections. But so too are other organizations. For exam-
ple, it has long been noted that more religious citizens are 
more likely to participate in politics. Scholars have found 
that the reason why is that churches foster social networks 
that encourage participation. Many people at a place of 
worship are involved in their community more broadly, and 
they encourage their friends there to participate politically 
as well. As a result, more religious people participate more 

Instructions for the new electronic touch-screen voting machine for 
Illinois voters are displayed at the Cook County Clerk's office in Chicago.
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186 Chapter 8 Political Participation

true, there is still an important reason to be concerned 
with low levels of youth turnout and participation. Quite 
simply, politicians respond to those who vote far more 
than those who do not. Above, we saw the example 
that Social Security helped senior citizens become more 
involved with politics, by providing them with political skills 
and resources. And as seniors became more involved, 
the government strengthened Social Security. But it is 
critical to note this second step: Government responded 
because seniors were politically involved. Governments 
are generally responsive to public opinion (as we saw in 
Chapter 7), but they are particularly responsive to those 
who participate more. So to the extent that younger peo-
ple do not vote or participate in politics, politicians have 
less incentive to respond to their concerns. So programs 
that largely benefit young people—things like expanded 
Pell grants, student loan debt relief, and so forth—receive 
less attention from policymakers than they likely would if 
young people voted at the same level as senior citizens. If 
you want government to respond to your demands, you 
must take part in the political process.

Older voters are more likely to be registered to vote, and 
they are also more likely to actually show up to the polls 
on Election Day. For example, in midterm and presiden-
tial elections alike, Americans ages 18 to 20 register at 
much lower rates and also fail to vote at much higher 
rates than do Americans age 65 and older, as we see in 
Figure 8.5.

Yet while young people participate much less in 
politics, they are no less engaged with their communi-
ties than older voters. What explains this disconnect: 
Why do young people eschew politics but not commu-
nity and civic life more generally? These younger voters 
think community service is important, but they do not 
feel the same way about politics. They are more cynical 
about politics, and think that political participation does 
not matter.49

Does this lower youth political participation mat-
ter? Some argue that it does not. They say that younger 
voters traditionally have voted at lower levels and, over 
time, as these voters mature, they will participate more, 
as their parents and grandparents did. But even if this is 

 Figure 8.5  voter registration and turnout by age
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Your decision  vote for bill  vote against bill

What Would You Do?

Memorandum

to: Senator Henry Gilbert

From: Peter Clark, legislative 
analyst

subject: Voting reform legislation

In recent years, only 6 in 
10 Americans voted for presi-
dent, and only a third or so 
cast ballots for congressional 
elections. In a few recent presi-
dential primaries and state-
wide special elections, turnout 
has run 10 percent or below. 
Studies show that often 
citizens miss the opportunity 
to vote because of complications with 
work or child care. To address this prob-
lem, legislators from both parties support 

arguments for:
1. This proposal honors veterans by recognizing their 

service with the fundamental requirement of rep-
resentative democracy, rule by the people through 
voting.

2. A voting holiday ensures that people who cannot 
take time off from work or other responsibilities to 
vote have the opportunity to exercise their demo-
cratic right.

3. Imposing a fine for nonvoting sends a moral mes-
sage that voting is a civic duty in a democracy. 
More citizens will feel morally obliged to vote if all 
citizens are legally obliged to do so.

arguments against:
1. Just as veterans volunteer their service, so, too, 

should citizens volunteer to exercise their demo-
cratic responsibilities.

2. Voting is a right, but citizens have a civic duty to 
exercise that right, and the government should 
not, in effect, exercise that duty on their behalf. 
Moreover, people can vote by absentee ballot at 
their convenience.

3. Compulsory voting does not guarantee informed 
voting. It is both unwise and undemocratic to 
legally oblige people to vote.

NeWs

>  congress considers voting holiday to honor veterans and nonvoting Fines to increase turnout
With bipartisan concern about maximizing voter turn-out for the upcoming presidential election, both the House and the Senate are considering bills to combine Veterans Day with Election Day and/or impose fines on nonvoters. Members of Congress declare that increas-ing turnout is vital to the continued health of American democracy.

celebrating Veterans Day on Election Day, which 
would create a national holiday for voting. Eligible 
voters who do not go to the polls would be fined.
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8-1  Discuss how american voter turnout 
compares to other advanced 
industrialized democracies.

American voter turnout is generally lower than in 
other advanced industrialized democracies. But it is 
important to note that American elections differ from 
their European counterparts along many dimensions. 
Americans elect far more officials, have far more 
frequent elections, and are required to register to vote 
(rather than being automatically enrolled). Efforts to 
increase registration, such as the motor-voter law, have 
gotten more names onto the voting rolls, but often 
these new additions do not vote as frequently as other 
registered voters. Most states now permit people to 
vote early, absentee, and by mail; but neither these 
measures, nor various “get-out-the-vote” tactics, have 
yet been shown to increase voter turnout in ways that 
result in most eligible citizens voting in most elections.

8-2  Describe the historical expansion  
of suffrage in america and how this 
affected voter participation.

Initially, only white male property holders could 
vote, but over time, those barriers were lifted. Today, 
nearly all citizens can vote, though there have 
been heated debates in recent years about voter 
identification laws.

8-3  Outline what factors explain who 
participates in politics. 

Many factors determine participation, but we 
identified several key ones: having the resources 
(such as time, income, and civic skills), the 
psychological engagement with politics, being 
mobilized, being motivated, and having experiences 
with government programs.

L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s

t O  L e a r n  M O r e

Information for voters:

Congress.org: www.congress.org
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