Chapter 14

Voting and Participation

Chapter Outline

I.
Name Recognition as a Voting Cue:  Now & Then

In 1824, the election of John Quincy Adams (called “Quincy” to distinguish him from his father, John Adams) marked the first time a son of a former president would become president. In 2000, the election of George W. Bush (called “W” to distinguish him from his father, George H.W. Bush) marked the second time. Quincy’s victory was awarded by the House after opponent Andrew Jackson won the popular vote but none of the four candidates had an electoral majority. George “W” won fewer popular votes than opponent Al Gore, but won the presidency by a narrow electoral margin after being awarded the much-contested Florida votes.  

In both instances, many considered that the election of the son created a political regime based on lineage.  Public opinion during the administrations that followed showed that birthright and family name do not guarantee political success. Voters have the final authority in U.S. democracy, and they vote for many reasons besides name recognition, such as evaluation of performance, candidate image, critical issues, and partisan loyalties. At the center of a democracy are open and free elections, and at the center of political participation is the act of voting. 

The U.S. system is a representative democracy (also called indirect democracy or republican form), in which citizens do not directly rule (as in a direct democracy) but choose individuals who are responsible to create and enforce policy. Majoritarianism, or majority rule, means that the choice that receives the most votes is the choice that prevails, and the consent of the governed, or will of the people, is satisfied. Regular elections reflect change in the majority view, allowing voters to exercise their rule over public policy. Though it is not the only form of political participation, voting is the mechanism that ensures that the majority will rule. 

II.  
The Legal Structure for Voting

The franchise, or suffrage, is the right to vote. It is granted to the states by Article I, Section IV of the U.S. Constitution, including issues of voter registration and eligibility, ballots, and tallying. The Constitution did not define who, beyond officeholders, could vote. Amendments and laws later prevented states from discriminating when granting suffrage rights, but technically, there is no absolute constitutional right to vote.  

A.  Toward Universal Suffrage
1. The right of all citizens to vote, called universal suffrage, has been restricted throughout American history as states have denied certain classes (female, poor, black, young, or Native American people, for example) the right to vote. 

2. Progress has been made over the two centuries of American government, but only with much opposition. In 1788 only white men who owned property could vote; in 2006 all citizens of the U.S. who were at least eighteen years old could vote.

3. The first obstacle to suffrage involved African American slaves who had no voting rights or any other rights before the Civil War. In Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857), the Supreme Court ruled that slaves were property, had no rights, and would never become citizens.

4. After the Civil War, President Lincoln issued an address suggesting that freed slaves be given franchise, an idea that was met with some resistance. The Thirteenth Amendment ended slavery. The Fourteenth Amendment granted citizenship to former slaves. And the Fifteenth Amendment said that voting cannot be restricted based on race, color, or servitude (though it gave only African American men voting rights, not women), marking the first time the federal government ruled on voting rights.

5. Some individuals tried to keep blacks from voting through violence, threats, property destruction, and intimidation. Some states did so with laws such as the poll tax (individuals had to pay a fee before voting) or a literacy test (individuals had to prove they could read and write). 

6. Many years later, the Twenty-Fourth Amendment (1964) outlawed poll taxes as unconstitutional. The Voting Rights Act (1965) banned literacy tests and intimidating tactics as methods to discourage voting.

7. All women were granted the right to vote (they already had rights in some states) with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment (1920), fifty years after voting discrimination had been banned based on color and race but not on gender. Despite opposition from President Wilson, this marked the end of a restriction that had been protested since an 1848 march in Seneca Falls, NY regarding women’s rights.

8. Three other groups have won the right to vote:  Native Americans (through federal legislation in 1924), residents of the District of Columbia (through the Twenty-Third Amendment in 1961), and eighteen-year-olds (through the Twenty-Sixth Amendment in 1971).

9. Overall, federal decree has eradicated overt discriminatory tactics regarding suffrage. Today, the only adults not allowed to vote are convicted felons who are in prison (forty-seven states), on probation (twenty-nine states), or on parole (thirty-two states).


B.  Voter Registration Laws
States maintain a voter registration system, but it is the responsibility of each individual to show qualifications (usually requiring proof of age, citizenship, and residence) and file paperwork to become eligible to vote. 

In 1800, Massachusetts became the first state to require individuals to register to vote, and many states adopted similar systems by the early 1900s. The populist movement at that time (composed of mostly white, middle-class, native-born Americans) pushed for reforms that made it harder for immigrants and less-educated people to qualify. 

More recently, interest groups have lobbied to simplify the registration process and ease the requirements. The only state not requiring registration is North Dakota, while Minnesota and Wisconsin allow voters to register on election day. All others require advance registration. The National Voter Registration Act of 1993, or the Motor Voter law, requires that the states provide voter registration materials when a person applies for or renews a driver’s license. 

III.  
Exercising the Franchise

A number of reasons lead to an individual deciding to cast a ballot on election day, including interest in politics, a sense of civic duty or democratic obligation, the belief that the vote will help influence the outcome, strong feelings about an issue or candidate, and social pressure.  


A.  Who Turns Out to Vote? 
Voter turnout—the percentage of eligible voters who cast a ballot on election day—is affected by not only the factors mentioned above (interest in politics, civic duty, etc.) but also by demographic factors including age, education level, and family income. Young people are less likely to vote than older people due to transience, less commitment to a community, and social upheavals. Better-educated and wealthier people are more likely to vote than others.    


B.  How Do They Vote?  Methods of Casting a Ballot
Each of the fifty states has the authority to administer elections through one of five methods of voting now used in the U.S.: 

1. Hand-counted paper ballots:  As the only method used in the first 100 years of American history, ballots were originally designed by each of the political parties and featured only their own candidates. By 1856, the “Australian secret ballot” listed all possible choices for all candidates and allowed for a secret vote—factors that have been adopted by each of the five methods of voting. (Used in 3 percent of precincts today, mostly in rural areas)  

2. Mechanical lever machines:  This invention in 1892 marked the first technological advance in voting procedures, in which the voter pulls a lever and votes are recorded by advances in the counting mechanism. No paper ballots or manual counting are required, the numbers are simply recorded when the polls close. (Used in 22 percent of precincts today)  

3. Computer punch cards:  Marking the first “computerized” method of voting in 1964, these require that voters punch a hole (or “chad”) next to their choices, which are then tabulated, leaving a paper record if needed. (Used in 37 percent of precincts today, and the center of controversy during the recount of Florida votes in the 2004 presidential election when the legitimacy of partially punched chads were debated) 

4. Optical scan cards: These require that voters fill in boxes or ovals on a paper card, which is then scanned and tabulated by a computer and which leaves a permanent record if manual counting is needed. (Used in 25 percent of precincts today)  

5. Electronic voting systems:  These involve sophisticated technology while following the procedure of a lever system, in that no paper record is available. They require that voters push a button or touch a screen, and votes are tabulated electronically. (Used in 7 percent of precincts today)  

Internet voting systems, currently under development, would allow voters to cast ballots online from their own computers.  However, methods would have to be put into place to ensure that ballots are authentic and votes are anonymous.  


C.  Why Don’t People Vote?  

High voter turnout is a sign of a healthy democracy made up of people who are engaged and willing to take the time to select leaders. Low voter turnout is a sign of voter alienation and mistrust.  

Several theories have been suggested that help explain why people decide not to vote.

1. Anthony Downs argued that the costs of gathering and understanding information outweigh the benefits of making a vote choice (theory of rational choice).
2. Angus Campbell argued that some elections are inherently more important than others. He suggested five factors that distinguish between “high stimulus” elections (with higher turnout) as compared to “low stimulus” elections (with lower turnout):  (1) greater media coverage, (2) higher offices, (3) more important issues, (4) more attractive candidates, and (5) closer contests. 

3. Others have concluded that presidential elections receive higher turnout because (1) they are heavily covered by the media, (2) spending is higher so campaigns are more visible, and (3) they involve the highest office in the U.S.

Voter turnout has declined in recent decades, with about a 50 percent turnout for the past eight presidential elections and even lower turnouts for mid-term elections. The 1996 election marked the first time in history that turnout for a presidential election was below 50 percent (at 49.1 percent).   

D.  Voting in the United States Compared with Other Democracies
Several factors have been suggested as to the reason why voter turnout is lower in the U.S. when compared to other nations, and why it continues to drop:  

1. Large number of elections: numerous national, state, and local positions, in addition to primaries and referendums, are decided based on elections, so the act of voting lacks novelty.   

2. Tuesdays are workdays:  Traditionally, elections have been held on Tuesdays, when working people face inconvenience, logistics problems, or time crunches. 

3. Advance registration:  Voters in most states need to register before election day, adding another step to the process and resulting in only a portion of eligible voters actually making it to the polls on election day.   

4. A decline in internal and external efficacy:  Over the past fifty years, Americans have become less likely to believe that they can make a difference in what government does (internal efficacy) and that government is responsive to the people (external efficacy).
5. Extensions of the franchise: Ironically, expansion of the right to vote has led to lower voter turnout throughout history (as seen after the ratification of the Fifteenth, Nineteenth, and Twenty-Sixth Amendments). One reason may be that newly eligible voters are unaware of registration procedures or are not yet in the habit of voting. 

6. Voting is not compulsory:  Voting in the U.S. is not compulsory, as it is in thirty-two other countries. Twenty-four of these enforce voting to some degree and nine strictly enforce it with fines, removal of voting rights, salary blocks, or barriers to government services, according to the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. Research indicates that compulsory voting laws do increase voter turnout.

7. Decline in “social capital”: Robert Putnam suggested the theory that technological advances and social changes over the past fifty years have led to a decline in social capital—the extent to which individuals are socially integrated into their communities. This means that Americans are less socially connected, less likely to join organizations, less involved in their environments, and less likely to vote. 


E.  Is Nonvoting a Problem? 
Two arguments support the idea that nonvoting and low turnout is a problem in American society:  1) low voter turnout is a sign of a weak democracy, a break in the link between government and citizens, indicating that the majority does not in fact rule; and 2) low voter turnout awards advantages to wealthier and better-educated segments of society. 

Several reasons support the idea that nonvoting and low turnout should not be a concern:  1) nonvoting means that those who do vote are well-informed, aware of the issues, and better able to cast votes for the most worthy candidates; and 2) voting is a voluntary right, and American society does not force people to exercise their rights; and 3) nonvoting indicates that many individuals are satisfied with things as they are.    

IV.  
Making a Vote Choice

The American media spends a huge amount of time in analyzing why people vote the way they do, and predicting how they will vote in upcoming elections. Media polls, begun months before an election, ask voters about particular candidates to gauge their level of support as voter thinking shifts and evolves.  

A number of factors act as cues to individual voters in helping them decide, called “determinants of vote choice”: 

A.  Candidate Familiarity
Name recognition and a familiarity with a candidate make up the most basic and common voting cue. 


B.  Party Identification
The long-term psychological attachment to a party, called party identification, gives strong and often life-long cues for voting behavior, particularly in low-profile races when candidates are not well known. The power of party identification can be seen in the more than 350 “safe seats” of the 435 total congressional districts—those that command a party affiliation so strong that the election is virtually certain. Over the past fifty years, identification with the two major parties has been in decline. Still, two-thirds of voters have a partisan perspective and rely on it to make sense of political developments, and party identification remains the single strongest indicator of how an individual will vote.    

C.  Issue Voting 

Voting based on issues is more likely to occur in certain types of elections:  1) when an issue captures the attention of many in the electorate and voters connect that issue to certain candidates; 2) when an issue is of personal concern to voters; and 3) when candidates hold clear and distinct positions on certain issues.  

Anthony Downs’s rational choice theory applies also to choice, as a voter examines the issue positions of the candidates and chooses that which is closest to his or her beliefs. Due to the information gathering and analysis involved, issue voting is considered the most sophisticated type of voting behavior. 


D.  Retrospective Voting
Morris Fiorina suggests that the impact of a voter’s past experience with an incumbent candidate helps in deciding whether to vote for that individual again, a concept called retrospective voting.  Important cues in voting behavior are drawn from judging an incumbent’s job performance and weighing how various situations have been handled while in office.  The evaluation of the incumbent provides a short-cut decision rule—what pollsters call “job approval rating”—in determining voter choice. Candidates for office encourage this type of thinking if it is in their best interests. 


E.  Candidate Image Voting 

Image—based on personal traits, media savvy, and voter perception of characteristics such as honesty, intelligence, and leadership skills—can have a great influence on voting behavior. In eleven of the thirteen presidential elections between 1952 and 2000, the candidate with the higher “image score” won. Today’s candidates often use television advertising to carefully construct their images. 

V.  
Political Participation Beyond the Voting Booth

A.  Beyond voting, Americans take part in the political process as they contact public officials (reported by about 30 percent), donate money to political candidates (5 percent), display campaign materials (5 percent), participate in protests (2 percent), or run for office themselves (1 percent). 

B. Of these, protests are the most visible, and take one of three forms:  

1. Legal protests:  Marches, sit-ins, and rallies call attention to what are perceived to be a neglected or mishandled issues, often raising public awareness through media coverage and ultimately leading to sweeping social or political changes.  (Examples:  women’s suffrage protests in the 1920s, Vietnam War protests in the 1970s) 
2. Acts of nonviolent civil disobedience:  Activities that are illegal but nonviolent are committed by people who feel the laws are unjust and are willing to accept the consequences.  (Examples: breaking of segregation laws as a civil rights protest, Jack Kevorkian assisting terminally ill patients in support of right-to-die issues)
3. Illegal protests:  Activities that break the law and include violence such as looting, property damage, or harm to individuals are sometimes used as forms of extreme protest.  (Example: 1992 street riots in Los Angeles after a jury acquitted white officers in the beating of a black man stopped for a traffic violation)
VI. 
Now & Then: Making the Connection

In comparing the presidencies of John and John Quincy Adams as well as those of George H. and George W. Bush, interesting conclusions can be drawn about the reasons for American voting behavior.  Name recognition has played a part in a number of other elections throughout history—including the names Harrison, Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Clinton—but beyond a name, performance in office is a strong factor as voters decide whether to reelect.   

But while the Adams and Bush families make for an interesting comparison, many changes have occurred in the 175 years between their terms. A number of groups have fought for suffrage rights, and the right to vote is now granted to all citizens age eighteen and older. Over these years, the American political system has matured and become much more open, democratic, and diverse. 

VII.
Chapter Summary  
A.  Political participation in the U.S. takes many forms, including voting, donating time and money to campaigns, contacting elected officials, speaking out or expressing opinions in writing, attending rallies, and engaging in protests. In the U.S., the people exercise ultimate power through their voting—the mechanism that links the will of the majority to the actions of government in a democracy.  

B.  Universal suffrage is the ultimate goal of our democracy, and while still not absolute today, it has come a long way since the nation’s birth. All fifty states have the authority to run elections, but when states tried to disenfranchise certain groups, they were stopped by federal laws and several key constitutional amendments—the Fifteenth (guaranteeing the vote to African American males), Nineteenth (women’s suffrage), Twenty-Fourth (outlawing poll taxes), and Twenty-sixth (guaranteeing the vote to those eighteen years of age).   

C.  Voter registration systems vary widely from state to state, with most requiring some form of pre-qualification. The Motor Voter Law encourages registration by distributing voting materials at the time of driver’s license issuance. 

D. The decision to vote is influenced by interest in politics, civic duty, the belief in making a difference, and social pressure, as well as demographic factors such as education, income, and age. Voter turnout has declined over past decades but tends to shift based on whether elections are high stimulus or low stimulus, with presidential elections earning the highest turnout. 

E. Turnout continues to be low in the U.S. when compared to other nations. Some reasons are the large number of regular elections that occur in the U.S., optional and voluntary voting, and elections that are held on workdays. 

F. The choices that voters make are explained by “determinants of the vote,” including name recognition, familiarity, party identification, voter issue preference, retrospective evaluations, and personal characteristics of the candidates. Beyond voting, citizens take part in the democracy by contacting officials, donating time or money, or taking part in civil disobedience and protest activities.

