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By Andrew Reynolds

SOUTH BEND, IND,
MERICANS bask in the
glow of having created
one of the most dy-
namic and participa-

tory democracies in the world. -
But the dirty family secret is that -
over the past few decades, fewer -3,
and fewer voters take part in the .

" decislon over who leads.

American presidents are now
catapulted inio office with the

- positive endorsement of less than *
. 25 percent of. the voting age pop-
" "ulation.

Roughly the-

amount - 25 percent - vote

same

against the winntng candidate.

Meanwhile, »25 percent of .
Americans over 18 are reglstered
to vote but don't bother to do so.
And the remaining quarter of eli-
gible adults aren’t even registered
to vote.

A few years ago, | conducted a
global study of voter participa-
tion in national elections 'since

'+ “Thursday, Ogtober 19,2000; -

Test your civic 1mag1nat10n |

On elecnon day, will you vote or will you baﬂ?
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stantial  voter .-

turnout any
leaders ma.ndate is - or should
~ highly dubious.

q'

entlrely on the® allenated’ “Ahd T 1
"marginalized, The comparativej
- evidence shows a number of fac- -

" Whether it's Al Gore or. George. ‘tors combine to- affect’ turnout

W. Bush taking up residence in

= the White House next January, ”

the president - if current irends
continue .— will be put therfe by -

-only a quarter of the - people ~”(~ The first hurdle on’the way to

Wouldn't it be much more’, c0n-

_rates; understanding these struc-- -

tural effects is the first step to
knowlng how to Increase voter
partictpaﬁon ,3..“:-__,
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lective " responsibility; * but _also °

- making’ voting easfer -and "more

- accessible for busy people. .
- Some countries enforce’ clvtc".
virtue. More than '20* natlons -
Austria! ‘Italy,'Greece; : Bolivia,

|~ and’ Switzerland, fortexample -

: have: -compulsory voting,- or at
- least ‘compulsory attendance at
" the’ polls But the level and en-
forcement of pena]t[es for not vot-
. Ing vary widely. " x

Whether. or not vottng is legally‘- o

* requlred.,ltumout Iats:.«enhanced Y

.. when ,voting is-on a Sunday or

; ,’pubhc holiday. when ‘there -are -
many ' polling- stations. and when ‘

HERY "!mhl"l  EHIGOR KOPELNITSKY ‘people may vote during their reg-
use’ stngle member winner-take- . -ular daily activities - at work, the -.

all systems. .oj-; 7y

Lani’ Gujnier a Harvard La\:v‘

"School - professor and leadlng
proponent of elecioral reform tn
the US}} has‘argued that the ex-

store,-the bank,.or school. . .-
. The new wave of technology'
ultlmately ‘will ' make _voting as
easy as'the touch’ of 4 computer -
button at home! Oregon 1s at the

clusionary:aspects of the US.vot-; forefront of mail-in ballots.,whﬂe.

ing system. curtail \debate. llmit
effective representatlon and

a 'number of -other” places “in
North America like Toronto and

v \\ '1‘_‘1"" ',: ;

1945 for the International Insti-

the ba]lot box 15 registration. In - alienate. rnjnorittes fr -
tute for Democracy and Electoral . cgls o the elec

Arizona - are experimen with :
.vincing - indeed, even comfortlng » most countries reglstrationtses-‘ toral sphere’-The implication is” s tlng

e-mail and.Internet voting, -

Assistance. I found that, with-an - if he was carried into office by sentially’ automatic for’ cltlzens that the introduction-of mere in-- Until, .these, reforms - are
~ average turnout of only 48 per- _over half the voting-age citizens?. So-almost everyone is reglstered clusive - voting - systems . would brought to" fruitlon though, “the
cent of the voting- ; The view ‘that. to vote come election day. help bring the (dispossessed back  dangers of not voting still far out-
age populatton see page 12 tor mm_e Oll * nonvoting..'is™ a ° - But:US reglsn'aﬂon.,laws re-, into the fold. " . welgh the costs of yoting. _
CAmerica _lan: VY LRORI G iy _>gauge”of Satisfac- -maln— bersome and*histort-‘ . Butfmlsomel'ways“ﬂ:e 'global?7*4. Politicians’s & 1egitimas s .
~guished at No. .‘l 10 how us VOth-tllﬂ]Oﬂt ‘Hon: ~alsol-contraw-,cally-‘suspect.uputtlng the ‘,onusq statlsticsr"’give ‘counter-intultive i rootedi-lmthem democrati(::yman e
: out of 134 nations. dicts the fact that "to6 ‘miich on the individual to‘ AnSwers. nHtghrvoter*ttumout tsteidaterbordfrom the\votes theyare-:

The citizens of - COIII[JHI'ES with other nonvoters are dis- navigate the. process. By not- not significantly correlated with _celve. Asefewer Amertcans\vote

places as dis- proportionately _ being registered, one-quarter of the wealth of anatton ‘its llteracy polmea] ljfe is weakened The cri-
parate as Albanla countnes, plus favorlte the 'young, the . Americans are dented the vote- rate, or its’ level or ‘length’ of " 'sis* ‘of 2" democrattc “deficit rnay-
Italy, Iceland,” In- excuses for Ill)t VOtlllg poor, and_ the 8o~ before the campaign even begins.._ democracy. ™. g e Uy 351 ot have it fully’ 'yet; but if cur-
donesia, an clally *: margtnal ’I’he second hurd]e ts‘the type - - Brand"new ’democracies'ﬁaref ‘rent:trends' conttnue. 1t may not -

Uzbekistan turn ~ ized. For; many. ab:.& o_f electoral system usecl = it aslﬂcely as'old'ones to:see! voters;;h_be fari oﬂ'-ﬁ% i R T

out in almost twice the numbers “stention, 1s  a: subconsclotis ; *molds the"incentlvesnto vote I a@o to the! pol]s although 1t:isjtrue’ - k :_‘ .{‘ ol 'uil “

Americans do. ae- D #i01 expression of allenation = awhts- 2 countrles »'thatf ‘uset; systems‘ o “ithat - the“l'passlon shown"f‘*fo )rl.}uv'hrlgrﬁé'wﬁ"éjnoldsnt? as:mtant .

This isn't necessarlly because~ per to ‘the pollticlans that "you proportlonal representation H ;democracy b‘y 'voters in ‘the' veryl professor of government and tn-: :

the issues_ in. those places are are not llke .us;- you -do ‘not- un-.-,-twhereﬁpartiesf recelve “iseats’ in: «poor, fragile. democracles of the ternational “studies™at the' Unt-

more presstng or the races, any derstand us;” and-we; “fOrqwhat- “fproportion to, their “share of the developing world puts some’

more exclting. Voting s ‘more ~ ever reason, -are unwllltng to- votes'so that far fewer votes are Western nations to shame.

than a spectator sport in the rest  speak to you.” - - “wasted” - turniout 1s, on average, Encouraging more Americans
e _ « 4 wmes e N AP iiiie o Ve dpiiciamead Tea aam aliammmd 1Y varmonmas 2 Va1l mem dlaman Fua b et n-q'r\ilq it marale snlsindg
Namibia they turned out in huge ) _
numbers with dignity and pride. T o ' L e ey i

When ancens régone 1 n In. The JOY of Votlng l::;;“; L

recent book Is 'Electoral Sys-
tems and Democratization in
Snnthorn Afeien' (Dvford intver-

donesta, Mongolia, A Cambodia, ] .
and the Seychelles, the people T ‘,-.;; -

" versity of Notre Dame. His most '

demonstrated their desire to

choose by entering the voting

booth in record numbers.- -

Even in the rest of the weaithy

West, 7 or 8 out of every 10 aduits

vote — but the US doesn't even -|-
make the top-10 turnout list for.
the -

North America and

_ ‘Caribbean.

Some polttlcal sclentlsts say

low turnout is a sign that il is

well - Americans are satisfied
with their lot. The cost of taking -

half an hour to walk down to. a
local hall to cast a ballot for pres-
ident once every four years out-

weighs the marginal benefit of -

being a tiny part of a big decision.

Such a view'demonstrates a -

sad lack of civic imagination. Vot-

ing-isn't just about. picking the
winner — it is a collective and per-.

sonal responsibility born of the
benefits of an organized society.
To vote iIs to be equal, to be vir-
tuous, to speak. Without a sub-

By Patricia R-Oisen : :
" " TINTON FALLS, N.1.
T'S no secret that Americans aren't big
I[ on voting, The results of a long-ago, poll
on voter apathy have stayed with me
-over the years. People said things like:
* “Nothing I do makes a difference.”
“The candidates are all liars, anyway

- They don't care about issues.”

“It's all about getting ¢lected.”

At election time, I do sometimes find my-
self bemoaning how I haven't had time to
‘learn about the issues, and I'm not really
" sure about the candidates. 1, too, can find
excuses not to vote. Or at least I could, until
“a friend's husband became an American cit- .
izen four years ago and made me, rethlnk
my laziness.

" 'When I met my friend Gina for coffee the -

. morning of the 1996 presidential election;” "

-she was smiling from ear to-ear. Her hus- .
‘band, Rao, who's from: India "had become '
_a US citizen days earlier. " .. -

“You should see him,” she marveled. "He

‘was walking around singing You rea Grand

" Old Flag this morning. He bought a red,
white, and blue-striped tle to wear to work ..
today, and he bought me socks with a-flag .
on them.”

.She laughed on, tel]ing me Rao was hop- -
tng to buy something patriotic for the baby
_too, ‘but he couldn't find anything. .

““He's prouder-than a kid who got a]l As®

‘on his;report card.. He bought red, white,
and blue’ cupcakes “and he got out the red,
white, and blue paper plates and cups from |
the Fourth of July. He even hung out a flag.
He is just so into being able to vote,” she
said. I knew Rao was a pretty sentimental
guy,-but’ somehow [ hadn't ptctured him in
this light.
*7 “Today,” .she bubbled on, “he asked me
if 1 kmew.who my congressman was. When
‘1 said nojhe'lectured me on our. system of
g0vernment "He knew more than I did!™ '

‘She explalned that even during local
electlons. before Rao could vote, he wanted
to study the sample ba.llot

In his excitement on electlon day 1996 .

'Rao quizzed Gina about what it's like in the
‘voting booth, and if he could bring the baby
“in. He wanted to lmow if anyone ¢ ever tries
_to cheat and vote ‘twice.. |

“Over the' weekend I ‘heard hlm asking
our neighbors who they were voting for.”

.. Gina said, cringing, “When I got him aside,-

I told him'it might be OK to discuss the is--
sues, but people might not want to ‘broad-
cast who they're voting for.” .

. Rao decided he wanted to make election
night a tradition - go out to_dinner after-

ward and celebrate every time they vote.

As Nov 7 approaches I think about
Rao's eagerness to vote. 1 could’ see-how

. he’d want to be a part of our democratlc
.process. ©

There are a million _excuses not to vote.
But when “old citiens” start taking voting
for g-anted there are plenty of new citizens

" ke Rao to remind us what 1ts all about

et ,_," L

® Fatricta R. Olsen Ls a freelance wrtter :




