
POL 101


PUBLIC PARTICIPATION -OVERHEADS
I. public participation in politics is important

A. it is the phenomenon that translates public opinion into democratically-produced public policy

B. if Americans don't participate, or if there are barriers to participation that make it harder to participate, that would seem to endanger our claim to have a government "by the people"

C. problem is that many have argued that Americans don't participate much in politics

1. in presidential elections, only about 50% of voting aged public (in congressional elections, only 33%)

2. today, we will consider this problem

-Wilson/DiIulio --- conservative, optimistic view

-Walter Dean Burnham --- liberal, concerned view

II. James Q. Wilson (and John DiIulion) are not very concerned about participation rates in the U.S.  --- WHY? — comparisons across neither space nor time are fair

A. first, comparison with other western democracies is unfair

1. unlike other countries, we do not have automatic voter registration

2. require pre-registration because of

3. if we have a problem, it is a registration problem, not a turnout problem

4. we'll have to wait and see what effect the new "motor-voter" registration has on turnout

B. second, Wilson believes that decline in U.S. turnout over time has been exaggerated

1. figures from 1880s show 80% turnout --- followed by a sharp drop in early 1900s

2. but this drop is more apparent than real

a. numbers very inaccurate

b. voter fraud was common in 1800s

c. example --- 1888 presidential vote in W.Va.

3. nevertheless, Wilson admits that during the Progressive Era reforms led to some real decrease in turnout

a. chief among them is Australian ballot

b. unintended consequence = increased cost of voting and decreased participation by less advantaged

C. Americans participate in politics in many other ways

1. more so than citizens of most other countries, Americans are likely to

2. these types of participation --- more than voting --- may make sense to people

3 .what is more, Americans vote in many more elections than do citizens of any other western democracy --- 521,000 elected officials in the U.S.

a. local, state, federal

b. executive, legislative, judicial, administrative

c. in Britain, one meaningful vote = MP; in U.S., we have meaningful votes for city council, county board of supervisors, state representatives, state senators, state judges, state attorney 
general, lt. governor, governor, member of Congress, senator, president --- and many more

d. unfair to compare any given election turnout in

U.S. with parliamentary turnout in Britain

III.  so, overall, Wilson is not much concerned about the "turnout

problem

A. but even Wilson admits that there is an anomaly in the U.S. that you don't see in other western democracies

B. in most democracies, electorate reflects demographic composition of the population

C. in U.S., the electorate is biased

1. see figure 6.6 on p. 158

2. turnout rates decline as you move from professionals to clerical/sales workers to skilled laborers to unskilled/manual laborers

D. Walter Dean Burnham takes this fact much more seriously

IV. to understand Burnham's argument regarding non-voting, we must first examine why people vote

A. two competing explanations - psychological and rational

-both related to parties

B. some scholars believe we vote for psychological reasons

1. we vote if we feel plugged into the political world

2. we vote if we feel efficacious and that we have a civic duty to vote

3. parties provide one way to "plug into system"




C. some scholars believe people vote for rational, policy-directed reasons

V. problem = in U.S., for both historical and structural reasons, these incentives for voting have declined

-and declined so as to make those in the lower SES classes less likely to vote
A. historically -- people feel less plugged in today

1. mass parties develop during the Jacksonian period (1820s-1830s) to mobilize the lower classes

2. but, public becomes disaffected during the Progressive era

3. many responsibilities taken away from parties

4. also, American political culture inhospitable to socialist parties

B. structurally -- rational voting is hard

1. demographically, we have a moderate, unimodal electorate 

2. structurally, we have a plurality, "first past the post" system of single member districts

3. in a moderate electorate, tendency of parties to converge "where the ducks are"

4. contrast with proportional representation (PR)

VI.  Burnham believes that these historical and structural factors contribute to a situation where politics is difficult to understand

A. exacerbated by 

1. fragmented control of government

2. personalistic campaigns

B. result is a confused electorate that has a lower sense of political efficacy and that feels that the costs of understanding politics is high

C. kicker is that this doesn't impact everyone equally

1. those most likely to be confused and lost are poor, undereducated

2. in U.S., they tend to quit participating

3. contrast with Western Europe 

VII. QUESTION --- does this bother you?

A. should all groups participate equally?

B. does our political system systematically exclude the fringe?

-is that a good thing?
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