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ABSTRACT:

The increased prominence of electoral democracies in the world calls out for detailed descriptions of this recent political change, systematic explanations of its causes, and fuller assessments of its probable consequences and historical meaning.  This critical work must continue in order to understand this global, historical change not only within and across each electoral democracy but also upon the remaining non-democratic or quasi-democratic forms of government that exist in the world today.  This paper cannot fully engage these identified tasks.  Instead, this paper focuses upon the prior analytical problem of concept formation as it applies to trans-historical and cross-national comparative analysis and theorization about democracy.  More specifically, this paper calls attention to a narrow but critical set of difficulties that emerge when we think about measuring and comparing elections and voting across space and time.  In particular, this paper illuminates numerous difficulties associated with presently accepted concepts of electoral participation (and, by convention, voter turnout)—difficulties that obstruct our capacities to measure and to evaluate the characteristics, causes and purposes of democracy.    

The narrow analytical focus of this paper does not diminish its ultimate goal, which is to expose and to qualify—and, if necessary, to delegitimize--a significant portion of a long cherished academic literature concerning the nature, conceptualization, and history of democracy, democratization and (especially) electoral participation.  Given the breadth of previous investments and present commitments to this literature, immediate acceptance is not expected. Yet, if successful, this paper’s ultimate project promises multiple consequences, turning dominant public images and much of the American and comparative voter turnout literature, including the Downsian rational low voter turnout conjecture, on their collective head.

The impetus and boldness of this paper’s goal are drawn from several sources, including the nontrivial difficulties of challenging a deeply established and presumed triumph intellectual truth.  The other sources of support for this paper’s claims are: its extended historical horizon; its deep empirical foundations; and its novel conceptual solution to the well-known puzzle of political participation (Brody, 1978). Part I of this paper surveys the conventional wisdom concerning the history of electoral participation in the United States.  Part II provides a thorough critique of this conventional wisdom, revealing it to be filled with numerous and irreparable forms of conceptual and measurement bias.  With these biases in full view, this paper defines and defends a new voter turnout measure, which subsequently is employed to construct a new history of voter participation in U.S. elections from 1776 to 2002.  Part III extends the implications of the preceding critique and historical revision of voter participation rates by analyzing national elections in nineteen industrialized democracies from 1900 to 2002.   Although the United States has lagged below many of these other democracies after 1950, these cross-national measurements reveal interesting historical changes and path dependent boundary conditions that account for electoral participation variations across these cases. Part IV completes this analysis, employing this new measure of voter turnout to analyze electoral participation rates in thirty South/Central American, Eastern European, Asian, and African nations with relatively recent commitments to democratization or regular elections. Part V forgoes a summary conclusion, but provides a brief discussion of one unexamined implication of this paper’s conceptual and empirical contributions.       


Nobel Prize Laureate Amartya Sen recently assessed world developments in the twentieth century and concluded the most important was “the emergence of democracy as the preeminently acceptable form of governance” (Sen, 2001).  Authoritative arguments for other significant centennial achievements—in economics, medicine, communications, or the environment--certainly could be made, but it would be difficult to overlook or to dismiss the magnitude and (seeming) permanence of democracy’s recent advance.  Today, more than half of the nations in the world are electoral democracies, and the number has tripled in the past quarter century.  In 1900, by contrast, only 25 nations used regular elections as the method of selecting national legislators and executives.  Of these nations, full male suffrage was the legal standard in only six nations.
  Yet by modern standards, no nation in 1900 recognized and enforced universal adult male voting rights, and no nation granted full voting rights to women.
  More important, whereas almost none of the world’s population in 1900 lived—even at the subnational level--in what today would be considered a minimally democratic form of government, more than sixty percent of the world’s population today live under national electoral democracies (Freedom House, 1999).  The breadth and acceleration of this great twentieth century turn to democratic norms and institutions can be observed directly in the dramatic proliferation of elections over the past half century.  Table 1 offers a world summary of national executive and legislative elections in the world from 1940 to 1999. 

                      Table 1:  Number of Presidential and Parliamentary Elections, 1940-1999

	
	1940s

Pres. /Parl.
	1950s

Pres. /Parl.
	1960s

Pres. /Parl.
	1970s

Pres. /Parl.


	1980s

Pres. /Parl.
	1990s

Pres. /Parl.
	
	Subtotal: 1940s
	Subtotal: 1990s
	TOTAL: 1940-1999

	Africa
	--/--
	--/ 2
	--/11
	1/18
	3/26


	74/86
	
	 0
	160
	221

	Asia
	--/5
	--/13
	--/14
	--/22
	4/28


	10/48
	
	 5
	  58
	144

	Europe:

Western:

  Central/Eastern:
	2/29  

2/29

--/--
	7/59  

7/59

--/--
	 8/46  

8/46 

--/--
	 8/69

8/69

--/--
	16/66

15/66

1/--


	86/106

14/65

72/41
	
	31

31

 0
	192

  79

113
	502

388

114

	Middle East
	--/1
	--/3
	--/3
	--/4
	--/6


	 4/17
	
	  1
	  21
	  38

	North America
	 2/7
	7/32
	5/32
	5/30
	6/32


	7/38
	
	  9
	  45
	203

	South/Latin America
	15/13
	29/41
	29/46
	27/37
	38/47


	41/53
	
	28
	 94
	416

	Pacific
	--/4
	--/7
	--/11
	--/16
	--/22


	--/33
	
	  4
	 33
	  93


Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, http://www.idea.int/vt/analysis/Total_number_of_election.cfm. Accessed 6/26/2002. 


Regular, open, and fair elections along with universal suffrage rights are not considered by many contemporary observers to be sufficient for a political order to be deemed fully democratic.
  Both public elections and voting by the public, however, remain both necessary and minimal conditions without which a democratic form of government cannot exist.
  The recent increase in electoral democracies, therefore, calls out for detailed descriptions and measurements of its attributes, systematic explanations of its causes, and fuller assessments of its probable consequences in the world.  This critical work must continue to be completed to deepen our understanding of this global-historical change within and across each new electoral democracy as well as upon the normative and practical standards by which electoral democracies view and engage the remaining non-democratic or quasi-democratic regions of the world.  This paper does not aspire to complete each of these ultimate goals.  Instead, this paper concentrates upon the prior analytical task of concept formation.  More specifically, this paper calls attention to a narrow but critical set of problems related to contemporary conceptualizations of electoral participation.  These problems, this paper demonstrates, obscure and distort conventional measurements of voting and elections in addition to our capacities to compare these important political phenomena across space and time.  Specification and resolution of these conceptual problems, therefore, are necessary before we proceed to either cross-national comparative analysis of voting and elections or, ultimately, trans-historical explanations and theorization about the place and prominence of democracy within the world.  


Analysis of the concept of election participation in addition to several other commonly employed conceptual synonyms--political participation, voter participation, voter mobilization, and voter turnout—is complicated by their imprecise terminologies and inconsistent usages.  Like other social science concepts, the meaning of electoral participation has never been settled through a formal process of adjudication or by a regime of definitional regulation.
  As such, the definition of this concept has changed and been contested over time.   The meanings ascribed to it, moreover, have been shaped by a variety of sources, including the fluid terms of popular discourses, ad-hoc academic customs, and the specific interests or resources of individual researchers.  Despite the variability in its name, conceptual components, empirical indicators, and academic and nonacademic uses, the concept of electoral participation possesses several distinguishing attributes.  Its most widely recognized and unifying attribute is that it trains attention on the phenomena of public elections, which are the sine qua non condition for the presence of a democratic form of government.  Second, the concept typically is associated with constructed empirical measures that aggregate the independent and (often) private acts of individuals into intelligible social indicators of popular influence upon or consent for governmental policies or the selection of governmental officials and governing political parties.  Third, these societal-level measures of electoral participation are presumed to be uniformly constructed and replicable—thereby, making comparisons across time and space not only logically possible but statistically intelligible.  Fourth, the societal-level empirical measurements associated with the concept of electoral participation typically are related to the more encompassing concept of democracy through a common yet latent normative standard of evaluation that presumes positive associations between aggregated measures of individual voting and levels of democracy.  This normative standard, in brief, presumes that the more individual acts of voting observed the more democratic the political order; and conversely, the less voting the less democracy.  Despite various forms of imprecision in both design and practice, the relevance of the concept of electoral participation is readily apparent: for it influences what and how political phenomena are measured; how and why evaluations and inferences about these measurements are made; and what, how and why we understand about the characteristics, causes, purposes, and place of democracy within the world today.         


 But why should we dedicate more than a moment of our time or capacities to an attempt to bring greater clarity and unity to the concept of electoral participation and its relationship to democracy?  After all, those who employ one or more of the nominal members within the electoral participation conceptual family do not seem particularly troubled by the lack of a conceptual consensus; the electoral participation literature also is well established within the political science canon.  The literature on democracy additionally runs deep and the idea of democracy has engaged serious thinkers in the West for several millennia.  Herein, however, is the first conceptual difficulty justifying this paper’s focus: namely, the unacknowledged discontinuity between inherited elements of older but still conventional conceptualizations of democracy and democratic institutions, and the relatively recent phenomena and unprecedented global prominence of democratic institutions and regular elections during the past quarter century.   Although repetitious, it is necessary and useful to be reminded again that the practice of using public elections as a method of organizing and legitimizing political orders and governmental authority—especially, for nation-states— is a novel global phenomenon.  As a consequence, in the absence of self-conscious, explicit, and transparent conceptual formulations, the conceptual legacies of past and highly critical ways of thinking about democracy, elections, and voting have been and will, by default, continue to influence and to constrain the ways we recognize and analyze the phenomena of democracy in the world today.  


Two examples illustrate the great normative distance that exists between older and contemporary conceptualizations of voting, the nature of humanity, and the basis of legitimate political authority.  The first example is the justification that King Henry VI of England offered for the original forty-shilling freehold qualification imposed upon county voters in 1430—a type of qualification and way of thinking that endured at least in the United States until ratification of the Twenty-Fourth Amendment in 1964.  The original property requirement for voting was needed, according to King Henry VI, to exclude “people of small substance and no value, whereof every of them pretended a voice equivalent, as to such elections, with the most worthy knights and squires resident.”
  


Among numerous other routes of transmission, William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England extended this ascriptive way of thinking about voting into the legal and administrative culture of the English-speaking or -influenced parts of the world.   In the Commentaries, Blackstone writes: 

The true reason of requiring any qualification, with regard to property, in voters, is to exclude such persons as are in so mean a situation that they are esteemed to have no will of their own.  If these persons had votes, they would be tempted to dispose of them under some undue influence or other. This would give a great, an artful, or a wealthy man, a larger share in elections than is consistent with general liberty.  If it were probable that every man would give his vote freely and without influence of any kind, then, upon the true theory and genuine principles of liberty, every member of the community, however poor, should have a vote in electing those delegates, to whose charge is committed the disposal of his property, his liberty, and his life.  But, since that can hardly be expected in persons of indigent fortunes, or such as are under the immediate dominion of others, all popular states have been obliged to establish certain qualifications; whereby some, who are suspected to have no will of their own, are excluded from voting, in order to set other individuals, whose wills may be supposed independent, more thoroughly upon a level with each other (Blackstone, Commentaries, 6th ed., I: 171).

The second illustrative example also starkly exposes the great distance between modern discourses on the nature of democracy, humanity, and political authority, and older conceptualizations that originated in or draw from the philosophical traditions or practices of the so-called birthplace of democracy: the ancient Greek polis.  The dissonance of this ancient way of thinking and acting to the modern ear and mind could not be more startling.  Consider only Aristotle’s description and justification of the foundations of political authority in the Politics, where he states:  

But is there any one thus intended by nature to be a slave, and for whom such a condition is expedient and right, or rather is not all slavery a violation of nature?/ There is no difficulty in answering this question, on grounds both of reason and of fact.  For that some should rule and others be ruled is a thing not only necessary, but expedient; from the hour of their birth, some are marked out for subjection, others for rule./…. Such a duality exists in living creatures, but not in them only; it originates in the constitution of the universe. 

Aristotle, moreover, continues that because:

it is clear that the rule of the soul over the body, and of the mind and the rational element over the passionate is natural and expedient; whereas the equality of the two or the rule of the inferior is always hurtful.  The same holds good of animals in relation to men; for tame animals have a better nature than wild, and all tame animals are better offer when they are ruled by man; for then they are preserved.  Again, the male is by nature superior, and the female inferior; and the one rules, and the other is ruled; this principle, of necessity, extends to all mankind (I, 4: 1254-1254b).


The modern rejection or, at minimum, public indefensibility of older arguments for political exclusion based upon expediency, custom, or nature illuminate a second justification for this paper’s selected focus on conceptual analysis.  Simply put, this justification follows from a query that forces us to answer why precisely we care about democracy, elections, and voter participation and their recent increases in the world?  Do we, that is, study the various events and human actions within electoral democracies only because they offer individual researchers the recognition or expertise required for more direct, profitable and often partisan forms of applied political science employment.  Or do we study electoral phenomena because they offer extensive, comparable, and regular supplies of election data amenable to systematic statistical methods and analysis?  Or, conversely, do we study elections as a means of understanding democracy because of the normative foundations and the political and private life that democracy make possible and, increasingly more often, is able to sustain?  If the initial answer to this question reflects either the initial practical end or the secondary methodological reason, then this paper’s subsequent methodological criticisms of present measures of electoral participation hopefully will be sufficiently pervasive to warrant radical adjustments in the way we compare and analyze election data over even brief periods of time.  If, as I suspect for most readers, our answers offer at least something more than a polite tip of the hat to the latter normative concern, then there is an imperative to ensure that the way in which we proceed to analyze the recent advance of electoral democracies in the world bears a more direct imprint of modern conceptualizations of democracy, conceptualizations that reflect minimal normative concerns for 1) a non-exclusionary standard of human equality
; and 2) a standard of political legitimacy grounded upon the individual right to express consent for government through a free, fair, regular, and public act of voting.


A final justification for this paper’s focus upon concept formation is the familiar difficulty that challenges all forms of comparative analysis: namely, the social scientist’s Sisyphean desire to identify novel, nontrivial, but general empirical realities in world that is concept-less, case-less, and that persistently tends to vary across time and space.  This problematic condition is both relevant and acute for those interested in discerning the relationship between observed world increases in the number of elections and their normative preferences for democracy.  For as Giovanni Sartori correctly observed in his classic 1970 American Political Science Review article on concept formation: “No comparative science of politics is plausible—on a global scale—unless we can draw on extensive information which is sufficiently precise to be meaningfully compared.”  Two examples illustrate different elements of this problem and its as yet unresolved analytical difficulties.    


The first example illustrates the twin difficulties of case selection and case comparability that emerge from the superficial consideration of cross-national voting-age variations and the adoption of conventional voting-age percentage measures of electoral participation.  Table 2 records these variations at a single point in time, revealing the analytical dilemma facing the conventional analyst who must decide either to jettison observed cases of electoral democracy because they do not share identical and thus comparable properties, or to accept all cases exhibiting general species characteristics and thereby (as goes the convention) ignore the distinctions and measurement effects of known attribute differences (See Collier and Mahon, 1993).  This paper, in contrast, promises a simple but elegant conceptual solution to this dilemma that adheres to what Sartori once referred to as the ultimate goal of comparative analysis: universal and empirically-testable “concepts which are applicable to any time and place (Sartori, 1970).    

Table 2: Cross-National Variation in Minimum Voting Age Thresholds
	Voting Age for Countries with Universal Suffrage:
	21yrs
	20yrs
	19yrs
	18yrs
	17yrs
	16yrs
	15yrs

	Number of Countries


	12

Central Afr. Rep.

Fiji

Gabon

Malaysia

Maldives

Monaco

Moracco

Samao

Singapore

Solomon Isl.

Tokelau

Tonga
	7

Cameroon

Japan

Jordan

S.Korea

Nauru

Taiwan

Tunisia
	0
	190
	4

East Timor

Indonesia

Seychelles

Sudan
	4

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Brazil

Nicaragua

Serbia and Montenegro

Slovenia
	1

Iran


Source: CIA: The World Factbook, http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/fields/2123.html. Although excluded from Table 2, this source additionally recognizes the presence of universal suffrage in Cuba for those 16 years or older; and in North Korea for those 17 years and older.    


The second example of the type of analytical difficulty facing the committed cross-national, trans-historical comparativist appears in sociologist Pamela Paxton’s recent and effective critique of the conceptual and operational definitions of democracy in the seminal works of Muller (1988), Huntington (1991), Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens (1992), Bollen (1980), Lipset (1959), and Gurr (1990).  Paxton, in brief, argues “there is a current and significant problem of operationalization in research on democracy: measures of democracy do not match theoretical definitions” in that they “often do not include women as political participants” (Paxton, 200).   


Paxton stresses that this omission “is more than a fine methodological point” because it affects “(1) scoring dates of democratic transitions, (2) descriptions of the emergence of democracy, and  (3) research on understanding the causes of democratization.”  Her explicit criticisms of Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens (1992) are worth repeating in full:

 Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens note that they employ a conventional definition of democracy entailing “regular, free and fair elections of representatives with universal and equal suffrage”…. They suggest that democracy “means nothing if it does not entail rule or participation in rule by the many”…./However, Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens’ measure of democracy only considers male suffrage.  As explanation for their measurement decision, they claim that gender relations were far less important in the known histories of democratization”…. Instead, they assert that what is important for measuring democracy is that participation transcend class lines.  As further arguments for excluding women, they note that less blood was shed for women’s inclusion and that women’s political inclusions did not give rise to regime changes designed to re-exclude them.    

Paxton extends this criticism by correctly concluding there are serious inferential problems and methodological problems associated with the literature’s conventional portraits of the development of democracy.  As Paxton concludes:

One reason that women are “far less important” in the known history of democratization may be that, by focusing on male suffrage and class rather than gender divisions, scholars have made them so.  In addition, measuring democracy based on a cause (much blood being shed) or a consequence (regime changes to re-exclude the included group) confounds the measurement of democracy further. Issues of cause or consequence should be introduced after measurement has been completed. 


To Paxton’s perceptive critique, this paper adds only several summary clarifications concerning the process of concept formation.  First, in addition to Paxton’s admonition against cause-based conceptual inferences, measurements of levels of democracy should be replicable and occur only after completion of a standardized and transparent definition of the conceptual properties of electoral participation (Sartori, 1970; Przeworski and Sprague, 1971).  Second, conceptual definitions must include explicit justifications of the individual conceptual properties selected.   This is especially important for the concept of electoral participation where full equality of persons implicitly or explicitly is accepted as the normative foundation for democracy.   For as philosopher Ross Harrison explains, in opposition to every initial “natural” inequality presumption or convention, “the onus is on the opponent to find a relevant difference” that justifies any deviation from the standard of universal equality.  Accordingly, “the strongest argument for democracy” would accept “no differences are relevant” because “merely being a human being gives the qualification for entry to political rights and power” (Harrison, 1993). Third, because the concept of democracy by definition is understood as describing a societal-level condition and electoral participation conventionally is constructed as only a partial societal measure, one of two aligning corrective measures needs to be adopted to allow inferences about democracy to be made from electoral participation measurements.   One correction follows the precedent of the ancient Greek polis, radically reworking the definition of the metaconcept of democracy into something less than a society-wide condition; a second method of correction, demonstrated in subsequent parts of this paper, secures the necessary inferential alignment by defining both democracy and the concept of electoral participation (and its empirical measures) as societal properties.


The preceding but extended defense of this paper’s principal focus upon concept formation serves only as a starting point for the fuller conceptual critique and empirical analysis that follows.  Part I, which follows, surveys the conventional wisdom concerning the history and measurement of electoral participation—or, more commonly, “voter turnout”-- in the United States.  A thorough critique of this conventional wisdom is completed, revealing it to be ridden with numerous and irreparable conceptual distortions and measurement biases.  Part II of this paper introduces a simpler, universal, and more normatively defensible measure of electoral participation; this measure is employed to construct a new history of voter participation in U.S. state and national elections from 1776 to 2001.  Part III places the new measure and the U.S. case in comparative perspective, analyzing electoral participation rates in nineteen industrialized democracies from 1900 to 2002.  Part IV also employs the new electoral participation measure to analyze recent voting rates in thirty Eastern European, Asian and African nations with relatively new commitments to democratization or regular elections. Part V forgoes a summary conclusion, but provides a brief discussion of one unexamined implication of this paper’s conceptual and empirical contributions.       

Part I. Revisiting the Conventional Wisdom about Electoral Participation and “Voter Turnout” in the United States


Since 1776, the United States has enjoyed 227 consecutive years of a representative form of government and the longest unbroken electoral tradition in the world today.  This longevity makes it an ideal case for the study of elections and of variations in electoral participation.  Indeed, from its origins, the breadth of the right and act of voting have been two indicators commonly used to describe and to assess this historic political experiment and democratic constitutional tradition.
  Paradoxically, the long and difficult struggles to extend the legal right within the United States as well as the personal and group freedoms to vote in the twentieth century seem to have yielded precipitous and persistent declines in electoral participation--or, by its more familiar name, voter turnout.  Indeed, academic, political, and journalistic sources consistently report that voting in recent decades has declined to near historically low levels.  Voting, in short, somehow seems to have become a universal constitutional right in the United States at the same time that nonvoting became the civic activity of choice for most Americans.  


Numerous accounts of the 2000 Presidential election sustain this familiar vanishing voter story.  These accounts report that only half of the nation’s voting-age population bothered to vote, a small increase over the 1996 election but still dangerously close to the lowest Presidential voting levels recorded in 1920 and 1924.
  Voter turnout in recent mid-term congressional elections further dramatize the now familiar story of an American democracy in decline: in the 2002 midterm elections, according to popular estimates only 39.3 percent of the voting-age population reported voting (Davidson and Oleszek, 2003). 


The declining turnout story gains its commanding position and familiarity from a variety of sources.  Official reports from Congress, the Federal Election Commission, the U.S. Census Bureau and others, and several scholarly reference books (e.g., Historical Statistics of the United States, 1975; Stanley and Niemi, 2000) provide the raw and seemingly indisputable statistical sources for our knowledge of declining turnout rates.  A voluminous academic literature (e.g., Abramsom and Aldrich 1982; Teixeira, 1992; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Miller and Shanks, 1996; Dopplet and Shearer, 1999; Piven and Cloward, 2000; Keyssar, 2000, Wattenberg, 2002; Ginsberg and Crenson, 2002; Patterson, 2002) employs and validates these statistics, transforming them into the narrative framework and intellectual tradition that has sustained the story of democracy’s decline in the United States.  


Early students of voting (e.g., Baldwin, 1890; Bishop, 1893; Jameson, 1893; Seymour and Frary, 1918; Pease, 1923; Merriam and Gosnell, 1924, Price, 1928, Titus, 1935) did not enjoy the luxury of a common or public pool of state voter turnout statistics.  Many of the earliest researchers, therefore, focused their efforts upon identifying the constitutional and legal conditions of voting, or upon the necessity of collecting and compiling better first-order election data.  Research interests during the early 20th century shifted significantly away from these origins.  At the same time that the study of “political science” was striving to distinguish itself from the discipline of history, those with research interests in voting lost interest in and the requisite skills and patience for incremental reconstructions of the history of American voting.  In the 1920s and 1930s, Charles Merriam and others led the field into new, exciting and occasionally more applied forms of research (Jensen, 1969).  Many dedicated themselves to work on the psychological origins of individual voting choices.  Others became intrigued by the unexpected phenomenon of non-voting and its perceived civic consequences; still others decided to employ new quantitative methods to search for previously unknown correlations between voting, voter choices and other known variables.
  


Subsequent generations—especially, students of American elections—have continued to work the ground first opened and tilled in the 1920s.  The study of electoral participation, however, was fundamentally altered by the conceptual and empirical contributions of two noteworthy works.  The first work, An Economic Theory of Democracy (1957) by Anthony Downs, offered an innovative inquiry into the logic of individual voting in elections with large numbers of expected voters.  Downs demonstrated that because an individual vote would almost never determine the outcome of an election, the decision to vote was irrational because the cost of voting was greater than the expected individual-level benefits associated with voting.  From the Downsian rational choice perspective, low voter participation was expected; and the fact that voter turnout was not zero necessarily meant that other mitigating motivations for voting must be present.  The search for these motivations—and the psychological and contextual conditions that prompt them—paralleled the approach and insights of earlier election studies (Lazerfield, 1940; 1944) in addition to a body of works that continues into the present (Franklin, 2004; Morton, forthcoming).   The novel and lasting contribution of Downs’s work to the study of electoral participation was its linkage of a free and rational (and, therefore, presumably democratic and irrefutable) individual motivation to not vote and a predicted societal-level outcome of little or no voting.  In brief, after Downs the presumption of election participation studies was for less voting and therefore, less democracy.   This dismal portrait, of course, fit well with the findings of other well-known electoral studies during the 1940s and 1950s, including the arguments of Hermens (1941) that too much democracy facilitated Hitler’s rise to power and the view of Schumpeter (1947) that elites, not voters, inevitably controlled large-scale democracies.           


The second seminal work affecting the study of American elections was Walter Dean Burnham’s 1965 APSR article “The Changing Shape of the American Political Universe.”  Although not without predecessors (e.g., Schlesinger and Eriksson, 1924; Titus, 1935; McCormick, 1953; Pole, 1956, 1958; Lane, 1959; Report of the President’s Commission, 1963), Burnham’s article proved significant for several reasons: first, it rehistoricized the study of voting, pushing the horizon and reference point of the field back into the nineteenth century; second, it successfully connected aggregate voter turnout statistics to systemic changes in the development of the American political order; and third, Burnham’s article and subsequent works (1974) invited others (in explicitly Kuhnian terms) to work within his account of American electoral turnout rates.  


Although parts of Burnham’s reconceptualization of voting and the American political universe have been challenged (Rusk, 1970; Converse, 1972; Ginsburg, 1986), the relevant academic literature and its popular commentators generally accept the deep synthesis of the logic of the Downsian irrational voter thesis and the historical paradigm and empirical boundaries initially demarcated by Burnham.  The most inquisitive part of this literature continues to portray the low voter turnout prediction and the modern turnout decline identified by Burnham as raising several interesting puzzles begging for empirical or conceptual solutions (e.g., Brody, 1978; Franklin, 2004; Riker and Ordeshook, 1968; Morton, forthcoming).  To its credit, many individuals within this subfield also remain open to the possibility that some factors or conditions may have acted to stabilize or to increase turnout among some parts of the American people (McDonald and Popkin, 2001; Cassel and Luskin, 1988).  A second and more progressivist part of the modern field of American electoral studies repeats the turnout decline story as justification for the adoption of various electoral or political reforms (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980; Piven and Cloward, 1988; Teixeira, 1992; Lijphart, 1997; Campaign Reform, 1998; Skocpol, 2003).  A third part of the field employs the vanishing voter story to bolster larger critiques of American democracy, American society, and American political elites (Avey, 1989; Lasch, 1995; Putnam, 1995; Piven and Cloward, 2000).


The immense amount of work related to the declining turnout story has not gone unnoticed outside of academic circles.  Public-interest groups and foundations, and innumerable media organizations accept and affirm the field’s common conclusions, transmitting them to larger non-academic audiences.  Moreover, the declining voter story and its familiar longitudinal and cross-national comparisons and graphic representations of American turnout rates have received more permanent forms of confirmation in our classroom textbooks, our political speech, and our collective memories.  The cross-national comparisons display U.S. turnout rates as substantially lower than almost every other industrialized democracy.  The historical comparisons reveal that nineteenth-century Presidential turnout rates regularly reached 80 to 90 percent of the eligible electorate, declined to approximately 60 percent between 1928 and 1968 and then plummeted in recent decades to their comparatively anemic 50 percent levels (e.g., Schlesinger and Eriksson, 1924; Burnham, 1965, 1985, 1986, 1987).  This data and its accompanying narrative of societal political decline and civic disengagement have been accepted so widely and absorbed so completely into the core of our understanding of American political history and of the contemporary American political landscape that Warren Miller and J. Merrill Shanks ironically yet unequivocally acknowledged in The New American Voter that “the persistent downward trend in turnout is both unmistakable and a potential matter of concern” (Miller and Shanks, 1996).   Indeed, the idea of declining electoral participation is so readily accepted as the lens through which we see and study our world that Walter Dean Burnham has cautioned that “any imputation to the contrary would … be so misplaced as to partake of the quality of a private vision not vouchsafed to other mortals working in this vineyard” (Burnham, 1986).


However palatable the wine or pleasant the company in the vineyard tended by Burnham and others, the vanishing voter story suffers from several serious problems.  The first problem is the incongruity between this story and other more established parts of the electoral behavior literature.  In many ways, this was part of the novelty and allure of Burnham’s original article.   Thirty-eight years later, however, the story continues to contradict many widely tested and accepted findings concerning the conditions that explain electoral behavior at the individual level.  For example, the well-documented individual-level relationship between education levels and voting rates ought to mean that aggregate voting rates today should be at or near historically high, not low, levels.  Higher aggregate voting rates also ought to be expected for other reasons: uniformly higher income distributions, employment rates, governmental benefits, and campaign expenditures along with the presence of historically low registration and voting obstacles.  These conundrums are not new (Schlesinger and Eriksson, 1924), yet they remain troublesome signs that something is internally invalid within the conventional stories of individual electoral behavior and aggregate voter turnout decline. 


The second serious problem with the vanishing voter story is the result of the conceptual bias embedded in its empirical indicators.  This bias exists because these indicators, like the concepts of electoral participation and voter turnout, have never been standardized.  The concept of turnout, to be sure, has always been employed as a measure of the number of votes in an election, typically as a percentage over a denominator representative of the potential vote.   The literature on voter turnout, however, has defined the turnout denominator in a variety of ways: e.g., total population, voting age population, voting eligible population, registered voters, adult white population, adult white males, and (see Holcombe, 1926; cf. McDonald and Popkin, 2001) adult citizens minus “Indians, the Chinese, Japanese, and other Asiatics ineligible to citizenship, and the foreign born white who were not listed as fully naturalized.”
   Aside from the severe analytical problems that result from the incommensurability of studies that adopt different denominator concepts, the definitional boundaries of each concept—including the constitutive elements of total population—have varied in dramatic and irregular ways over time.  As a result, when measures of turnout extend over any considerable amount of time, the incommensurability problem is extended to the intra-conceptual level as well.  For example, the concept of voting age population--the most common denominator employed today—yields highly distorted observations of voting participation within a society whenever population distributions shift dramatically over time: in the United States, the voting age population included 59.1% of the nation in 1960 but has since increased to 72.9% in 2000.  By contrast, in 1900 this percentage was 51.9%.  Graph 1 reveals the full extent of this variation from 1850 to 2000. 
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Graph 1

Not unexpectedly, similar distributional variations occur--with similarly severe inferential consequences--when we attempt to compare cross-nationally and, especially, cross-nationally across time. 
   


Any lingering hope that standard or quasi-objective measures can automatically be associated with any of the indicators of conventional electoral participation concepts must be cast aside by the additional fact that political actors have been the principal creators and recreators of the content of these denominator concepts.  Arguably more troubling than the artificial and systemic biases embedded in every turnout measurement is the widespread failure by those making these measurements to defend their conceptualization of turnout or to estimate the relative measurement errors associated with the selection of a particular denominator definition.   


A third major problem with the vanishing voter story is measurement bias.   The first form of measurement bias is the result of the field’s adoption of romanticized or foreshortened portraits of the American political past.  These portraits are problematic points of analytical departure because they typically offer distorted reference points for assessing present rates of electoral turnout.  The 1960 Presidential election (Shaffer, 1981; Conway, 1985; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993) and revisionist accounts of Southern electoral history (see Key, 1951; Greene, 1946) are two reference points that appear within many modern accounts of electoral turnout.  Accounts that employ the latter reference point identify the 1960 election as both the initial and, unfortunately, also the high point in a subsequently declining turnout trend—thereby, inflating the relative significance of the 1960 election.  Accounts that adopt the former reference point incredulously contend that pre-1965 Southern state primary elections were as democratic as Northern elections.
  The most commonly employed or assumed historical reference point, however, has been Burnham’s portrait of the nineteenth century American political universe.  As a result, electoral studies scholars unwittingly continue to portray the nineteenth century and its elections in glowing terms.  According to this conventional wisdom, the Jacksonian era and the second party system initiated a new, genuinely democratic but now lost form of politics in the United States.  During this era and until the century’s end, party commitments were clear and salient, support for candidates was public and widely enthusiastic, and electoral turnouts reached historically high levels.  Compared with contemporary accounts of increased political alienation and dismally low voter participation rates, the nineteenth century appears to be a true golden age of American democracy.  Fortunately, a vast American political history literature corrects this absurd historical distortion by recounting in detail the highly exclusionary, violent, fraudulent and apathetic realities that constituted nineteenth century American politics (e.g., Keyssar, 2000; Blumin and Altschuler, 2000; Grimsted, 1998; Smith, 1997). 


Calculations of voter turnout also suffer from a second form of measurement bias.  The aftermath of the 2000 Presidential election exposed this particular bias on the numerator side of the calculation of turnout as a percentage ratio.  In short, not all votes cast by voters in an election are counted in final vote tallies.  According to most estimates, approximately 2.0% of recent Presidential election ballots were not counted as valid votes: turnout measures, therefore, regularly underestimate voter participation.  The number of uncounted votes, however, has varied over time, place and voting technology in ways inadequately explored and accounted for by all of the turnout literature.


Similar measurement biases plagued the denominator side of turnout ratio calculations.  All population-based measures, for example, absorb the known undercounting biases associated with the U.S. Census.  ‘Population minus’-based measures (e.g., Voting Age Population, Voting Eligible Population) carry the burden of additional secondary estimate biases into their ratio calculations—biases that become especially acute in historical reconstructions of voter turnout.  Other sources of electoral information (e.g., registration rolls, the Current Population Survey, and the National Election Study) possess additional and irregular biases and many have limited historical applications.


In short, every construction of the concept of electoral participation is plagued by one or more types of measurement bias.  Framed by this sobering consideration, Table 3 offers a summary of the four most common types of bias and their expected presence across a range of possible numerators and denominators employed in aggregate electoral participation measures, with V* representing the true population of voters and P* the true population.       

Table 3: Electoral Participation Ratio Components

	NUMERATORS:


	Measurement Bias
	Sampling Bias
	Distributional Bias
	Political Bias

	Votes  (V*)
	       ----
	    ----
	      -----
	    ----

	Tabulated Votes (TV)
	     Yes
	     ----
	      -----
	    Yes



	Estimate Votes (EV)
	
	    Yes
	       ----
	     ----

	
	
	
	
	

	DENOMINATORS:


	
	
	
	

	Registered Voters (RV)
	    Yes
	      ----
	       ----
	    Yes                

	Estimated Eligible Voters (EEV)
	    ----
	     Yes
	       ----
	    Yes

	Eligible Voters (EV)
	     Yes
	     ----
	       ----
	    Yes

	Voting Eligible Population (VEP)
	    Yes
	     ----
	      Yes
	   Yes 

	Voting Age Population (VAP)
	    Yes
	     ----
	      Yes
	   ----

	Estimated Population (EsP)
	     -----
	     Yes
	      -----
	   ----

	Tabulated Population (TP)
	    Yes
	    ----
	      ----
	    Yes



	Population (P*)
	     ----
	    ----
	       ----
	  ---- 



Unfortunately, the problems do not end here.  The fourth problem with the conventional story American turnout decline is fundamentally normative in nature.  In particular, the story seems oddly misaligned with its self-selected democratic foundations.  More specifically, those who measure voter turnout do so because they commonly view it as an accurate indicator of electoral participation within democracies.  Electoral participation, in turn, is widely perceived as a means of assessing the popular legitimacy of a governmental form that aspires (at least, normatively) to empower a people to govern themselves by allowing them to select and to reject their elected representatives or political parties.  However, the most common measures of turnout today (voting-age and voting-eligible population) do not provide accurate measures of democracy in this universal, societal sense.  They, rather, invariably measure participation within the more limited, artificial, and historically-contingent definitions associated with formal recognitions of right to vote.  At bottom, therefore, what the conventional story really ought to expose when it moves back in time is not a relatively healthier, more participatory American democracy but the highly exclusionary and decidedly undemocratic system of government that defined the United States throughout the nineteenth century.           

Part II:  A Democratically Reconfigured Concept and Measurement of Electoral Participation Rates 


In the wake of the explicit criticisms developed in Part I, this paper proposes an alternative conceptualization and method of measuring aggregate electoral participation rates.  To introduce this alternative, let us first reexamine the conventional ways in which we understand and relate two dichotomous conceptual pairings: voting and not-voting; and voter eligibility and voter ineligibility.  Both conceptual pairs can be used to describe properties at the individual-level, with each pair possessing mutually exhaustive aggregate properties.  That is, individuals within a population either vote or do not vote, and every individual is either eligible or not eligible to vote.   Interestingly, when the two conceptual pairs are combined to inform an alternative story of electoral participation over time, the voting/not-voting alternatives appear as aggregate, social indicators that can assume the same directional properties: that is, more individuals within a society can simultaneously be voting and not-voting relative to a common point in the past.  


How is this apparent contradiction possible?  American political history offers the classic example, which also helps to illuminate an important concept-related distortion in our present thinking about voter turnout.  From 1776 to the end of the Civil War, a very small percentage of the total population was eligible to vote.  Of this population, however, a very large percentage was political active—hence the almost unbelievable 90 per cent “turnout” rates that many now associate with the nineteenth century.  In the twentieth century, the Nineteenth and Twenty-Sixth Amendments as well as the registration and voting rights efforts made in Southern states before and after the 1965 Voting Rights Act added greatly to the percentage registered and considered eligible to vote—hence the real increases reported by Burnham and others in the number of individuals recorded as not voting in the early 1920s and during the 1960s and early 1970s are artifacts of measuring turnout narrowly in terms of the concept of eligibility.  What, however, this narrow rendering of the political advances that occurred in the twentieth century overlooks are two significant changes: first, the massive increase in the number of individuals eligible to vote compared to the previous century; and second, the massive aggregate increase in the number of individuals voting.  Thus, both voting (those casting ballots) and non-voting (those eligible but not casting ballots) increased simultaneously in the twentieth century.  


Graph 2 reveals the regularity and massiveness of the absolute increase in voting between 1790 and the 2000 Presidential election. In fact, electoral turnout in American presidential elections has increased in every decade since 1860.  U.S. Presidential elections in the 1990s, for example, averaged 100 million voters.  In the 1980s, the same elections drew an average of 90 million voters.  By contrast, on average about 43 million voters participated in each Presidential election in the 1930s; while an average of only 10 million voters participated in Presidential elections during in 1880s—a decade reported in the conventional account as having extraordinarily high electoral participation rates.  What, therefore, the Downsian individual voter calculus and the Burnham historical account ignore is the brute fact that electoral participation, measured as the aggregate number of voters, has increased, not decreased, over time.  
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Graph 2: Number of Voters in  U.S. Presidential Elections:

 

Decennial Averages, 1790

-

2000

 

30,246

 

188,424

 

1,432,489

 

4,833,033

 

7,436,063

 

10,213,870

 

30,878,31

2

 

42,695,843

 

48,890,305

 

61,788,913

 

70,898,229

 

79,610,315

 

90,254,291

 

105,404,546

 

100,351,443

 

16,783,096

 

14,125,057

 

2,661,661

 

12,307,659

 

3,598,661

 

397,837

 

122,458

 

0

 

20,000,000

 

40,000,000

 

60,000,000

 

80,000,000

 

100,000,000

 

1790

 

1800

 

182

0

 

1840

 

1860

 

1880

 

1900

 

1920

 

1940

 

1960

 

1980

 

1990

 



But how can this massive increase in voter participation be expressed as a comparable ratio that illuminates the relative development of representative government over the past 227 years? Given the specific criticisms leveled in Part I, this paper rejects use of the denominator concepts of “eligibility,” “voting age population,” and “voting eligible population.”  In place of these concepts, this paper resurrects an older conceptual tradition that measures electoral turnout as a percentage of total population.
   Surprisingly, when measured using this calculation, Graph 3 reveals that electoral turnout changed over time in a pattern inverse to the one reported in the traditional vanishing voter story.   


Calculation of turnout ratios for every state gubernatorial elections from 1776 to 1999 confirms the overall increases in electoral turnout captured in Graphs 2 and 3.  Table 4 reports these state turnout ratios as decennial state averages.  Graph 5 compiles these state data and displays them in nine regional categories.  

Graph 3
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Table 4: State Electoral Participation Ratio (10 Year Averages)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	 
	1780
	1790
	1800
	1810
	1820
	1830
	1840
	1850
	1860
	1870
	1880
	1890
	1900
	1910
	1920
	1930
	1940
	1950
	1960
	1970
	1980
	1990

	
	Connecticut
	0.03
	0.02
	0.07
	0.07
	0.04
	0.11
	0.17
	0.16
	0.17
	0.17
	0.20
	0.19
	0.18
	0.15
	0.23
	0.35
	0.41
	0.42
	0.37
	0.35
	0.32
	0.34

	
	Maine
	
	
	
	
	0.07
	0.14
	0.14
	0.15
	0.17
	0.18
	0.21
	0.17
	0.18
	0.19
	0.27
	0.31
	0.23
	0.25
	0.35
	0.34
	0.32
	0.40

	
	Massachusetts
	0.03
	0.04
	0.10
	0.12
	0.09
	0.11
	0.14
	0.12
	0.10
	0.12
	0.13
	0.13
	0.13
	0.13
	0.28
	0.37
	0.41
	0.43
	0.42
	0.33
	0.31
	0.37

	
	New Hampshire
	0.06
	0.06
	0.11
	0.15
	0.12
	0.14
	0.17
	0.19
	0.21
	0.22
	0.23
	0.21
	0.20
	0.19
	0.34
	0.38
	0.39
	0.40
	0.40
	0.34
	0.35
	0.33

	
	Rhode Island
	0.07
	0.02
	0.06
	0.08
	0.03
	0.06
	0.08
	0.09
	0.08
	0.07
	0.09
	0.12
	0.13
	0.14
	0.29
	0.39
	0.36
	0.43
	0.41
	0.38
	0.38
	0.36

	
	Vermont
	0.03
	0.06
	0.08
	0.12
	0.06
	0.14
	0.17
	0.14
	0.14
	0.17
	0.19
	0.18
	0.19
	0.16
	0.26
	0.33
	0.28
	0.33
	0.36
	0.34
	0.35
	0.41

	 
	New England Ave.
	0.04
	0.04
	0.08
	0.11
	0.07
	0.12
	0.15
	0.14
	0.14
	0.15
	0.18
	0.17
	0.17
	0.16
	0.28
	0.35
	0.35
	0.38
	0.39
	0.35
	0.34
	0.37

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Alabama
	
	
	
	0.13
	0.06
	0.07
	0.08
	0.06
	0.05
	0.14
	0.13
	0.10
	0.06
	0.04
	0.05
	0.07
	0.05
	0.08
	0.17
	0.20
	0.30
	0.30

	
	Arkansas
	
	
	
	
	
	0.12
	0.09
	0.12
	0.07
	0.14
	0.16
	0.12
	0.10
	0.08
	0.09
	0.09
	0.10
	0.19
	0.27
	0.30
	0.35
	0.30

	
	Kentucky
	
	
	0.09
	0.10
	0.11
	0.10
	0.13
	0.12
	0.10
	0.15
	0.14
	0.17
	0.20
	0.19
	0.29
	0.32
	0.21
	0.25
	0.28
	0.26
	0.25
	0.25

	
	Louisiana
	
	
	
	0.04
	0.03
	0.04
	0.06
	0.06
	0.05
	0.16
	0.15
	0.16
	0.04
	0.05
	0.04
	0.05
	0.05
	0.05
	0.16
	0.25
	0.38
	0.26

	
	Mississippi
	
	
	
	0.00
	0.09
	0.08
	0.09
	0.08
	0.08
	0.12
	0.08
	0.04
	0.02
	0.03
	0.02
	0.02
	0.05
	0.02
	0.18
	0.31
	0.29
	0.30

	
	Tennessee
	
	0.02
	0.07
	0.10
	0.10
	0.11
	0.13
	0.12
	0.07
	0.12
	0.16
	0.13
	0.11
	0.11
	0.11
	0.12
	0.12
	0.13
	0.17
	0.27
	0.26
	0.23

	
	Texas
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.08
	0.11
	0.08
	0.15
	0.16
	0.17
	0.09
	0.06
	0.10
	0.09
	0.12
	0.13
	0.21
	0.20
	0.22
	0.24

	 
	Midsouth Ave.
	 
	0.02
	0.08
	0.07
	0.08
	0.09
	0.09
	0.10
	0.07
	0.14
	0.14
	0.13
	0.09
	0.08
	0.10
	0.11
	0.10
	0.12
	0.21
	0.25
	0.29
	0.27

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Delaware
	
	0.07
	0.11
	0.10
	0.11
	0.11
	0.14
	0.14
	0.15
	0.15
	0.17
	0.21
	0.23
	0.24
	0.40
	0.48
	0.47
	0.47
	0.41
	0.40
	0.38
	0.39

	
	Maryland
	
	
	
	
	
	0.04
	0.13
	0.12
	0.11
	0.17
	0.18
	0.20
	0.16
	0.17
	0.22
	0.31
	0.21
	0.27
	0.25
	0.24
	0.25
	0.26

	
	Pennsylvania
	
	0.08
	0.12
	0.10
	0.11
	0.12
	0.15
	0.14
	0.17
	0.16
	0.17
	0.17
	0.15
	0.12
	0.16
	0.27
	0.28
	0.35
	0.37
	0.31
	0.30
	0.27

	
	New Jersey
	
	0.07
	0.10
	0.13
	0.12
	0.14
	0.17
	0.15
	0.17
	0.18
	0.20
	0.20
	0.19
	0.15
	0.30
	0.28
	0.35
	0.35
	0.34
	0.29
	0.30
	0.31

	
	New York
	0.03
	0.05
	0.07
	0.07
	0.11
	0.15
	0.16
	0.15
	0.17
	0.18
	0.19
	0.20
	0.19
	0.17
	0.28
	0.34
	0.32
	0.35
	0.34
	0.30
	0.27
	0.25

	 
	Mid-Atlantic
	0.03
	0.07
	0.10
	0.10
	0.11
	0.11
	0.15
	0.14
	0.16
	0.17
	0.18
	0.20
	0.19
	0.17
	0.27
	0.33
	0.33
	0.36
	0.34
	0.31
	0.30
	0.30

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Florida
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.09
	0.10
	0.09
	0.19
	0.19
	0.09
	0.06
	0.07
	0.13
	0.18
	0.19
	0.20
	0.27
	0.25
	0.27
	0.28

	
	Georgia
	
	
	
	
	0.06
	0.10
	0.10
	0.10
	0.14
	0.11
	0.09
	0.09
	0.04
	0.02
	0.03
	0.05
	0.06
	0.07
	0.14
	0.18
	0.20
	0.22

	
	North Carolina
	
	
	
	
	
	0.06
	0.10
	0.10
	0.09
	0.18
	0.18
	0.18
	0.13
	0.11
	0.20
	0.23
	0.22
	0.27
	0.30
	0.29
	0.34
	0.37

	
	South Carolina
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.07
	0.05
	0.03
	0.02
	0.02
	0.01
	0.01
	0.05
	0.14
	0.19
	0.22
	0.24

	
	Virginia
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.12
	0.18
	0.12
	0.15
	0.11
	0.08
	0.04
	0.09
	0.06
	0.06
	0.13
	0.14
	0.23
	0.26
	0.28

	 
	South East
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0.06
	0.08
	0.10
	0.11
	0.12
	0.15
	0.13
	0.10
	0.07
	0.05
	0.09
	0.11
	0.11
	0.14
	0.20
	0.23
	0.26
	0.28

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Iowa
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.14
	0.15
	0.16
	0.18
	0.20
	0.19
	0.19
	0.31
	0.35
	0.35
	0.37
	0.38
	0.33
	0.34
	0.36

	
	Kansas
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.10
	0.17
	0.21
	0.21
	0.21
	0.26
	0.32
	0.39
	0.37
	0.33
	0.30
	0.33
	0.33
	0.31

	
	Missouri
	
	
	
	
	0.10
	0.09
	0.09
	0.11
	0.10
	0.14
	0.19
	0.21
	0.21
	0.22
	0.40
	0.46
	0.43
	0.45
	0.41
	0.40
	0.42
	0.43

	
	Nebraska
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.12
	0.15
	0.18
	0.19
	0.20
	0.20
	0.33
	0.39
	0.36
	0.36
	0.37
	0.31
	0.35
	0.36

	
	North Dakota
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.16
	0.16
	0.31
	0.37
	0.33
	0.35
	0.40
	0.46
	0.47
	0.45

	
	Oklahoma
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.18
	0.13
	0.21
	0.23
	0.19
	0.26
	0.28
	0.27
	0.29
	0.29

	
	South Dakota
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.21
	0.19
	0.18
	0.30
	0.40
	0.35
	0.40
	0.40
	0.40
	0.41
	0.39

	 
	The Plains 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0.10
	0.09
	0.13
	0.13
	0.12
	0.15
	0.19
	0.20
	0.19
	0.19
	0.31
	0.37
	0.34
	0.36
	0.36
	0.36
	0.37
	0.37

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Alaska
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.24
	0.24
	0.29
	0.40
	0.33

	
	California
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.16
	0.39
	0.24
	0.19
	0.18
	0.21
	0.17
	0.24
	0.24
	0.34
	0.29
	0.35
	0.35
	0.31
	0.29
	0.26

	
	Hawaii
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.27
	0.30
	0.30
	0.32
	0.31

	
	Oregon
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.23
	0.22
	0.22
	0.21
	0.23
	0.18
	0.24
	0.27
	0.30
	0.28
	0.37
	0.35
	0.34
	0.39
	0.40

	
	Washington
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.18
	0.18
	0.19
	0.28
	0.30
	0.39
	0.42
	0.43
	0.41
	0.41
	0.41
	0.44

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	Far West
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0.16
	0.31
	0.23
	0.21
	0.19
	0.21
	0.18
	0.25
	0.27
	0.35
	0.33
	0.33
	0.33
	0.33
	0.36
	0.35

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	
	Arizona
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.20
	0.24
	0.22
	0.27
	0.28
	0.23
	0.26
	0.28

	
	Colorado
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.24
	0.30
	0.35
	0.29
	0.33
	0.40
	0.37
	0.38
	0.33
	0.31
	0.33
	0.21

	
	Idaho
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.22
	0.32
	0.29
	0.32
	0.37
	0.36
	0.36
	0.37
	0.33
	0.37
	0.36

	
	Montana
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.29
	0.26
	0.23
	0.28
	0.34
	0.41
	0.39
	0.43
	0.41
	0.43
	0.46
	0.51

	
	Nevada
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.55
	0.33
	0.24
	0.24
	0.22
	0.28
	0.36
	0.42
	0.35
	0.36
	0.32
	0.28
	0.26
	0.27

	
	New Mexico
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.29
	0.32
	0.26
	0.27
	0.30
	0.28
	0.29
	0.28

	
	Utah
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.17
	0.32
	0.31
	0.33
	0.40
	0.42
	0.43
	0.41
	0.42
	0.40
	0.39

	
	Wyoming
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.25
	0.24
	0.25
	0.34
	0.38
	0.30
	0.35
	0.36
	0.33
	0.36
	0.40

	 
	Mountain
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0.55
	0.33
	0.26
	0.24
	0.28
	0.25
	0.31
	0.37
	0.33
	0.36
	0.35
	0.33
	0.34
	0.35

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Illinois
	
	
	
	0.08
	0.11
	0.13
	0.13
	0.16
	0.19
	0.18
	0.20
	0.23
	0.22
	0.21
	0.36
	0.47
	0.49
	0.47
	0.44
	0.37
	0.30
	0.28

	
	Indiana
	
	
	
	0.06
	0.11
	0.14
	0.16
	0.18
	0.20
	0.23
	0.24
	0.25
	0.26
	0.24
	0.43
	0.48
	0.47
	0.46
	0.43
	0.40
	0.39
	0.39

	
	Michigan
	
	
	
	
	
	0.00
	0.00
	0.00
	0.18
	0.18
	0.21
	0.20
	0.19
	0.16
	0.23
	0.28
	0.32
	0.35
	0.36
	0.30
	0.29
	0.30

	
	Minnesota
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.00
	0.14
	0.15
	0.17
	0.19
	0.16
	0.16
	0.33
	0.39
	0.37
	0.39
	0.39
	0.36
	0.38
	0.40

	
	Ohio
	
	
	0.06
	0.07
	0.10
	0.13
	0.17
	0.14
	0.17
	0.18
	0.21
	0.22
	0.21
	0.20
	0.31
	0.36
	0.37
	0.37
	0.30
	0.28
	0.30
	0.31

	
	West Virginia
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.08
	0.16
	0.20
	0.22
	0.23
	0.21
	0.37
	0.44
	0.41
	0.44
	0.43
	0.42
	0.38
	0.37

	
	Wisconsin
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.13
	0.14
	0.13
	0.14
	0.19
	0.20
	0.19
	0.15
	0.25
	0.32
	0.36
	0.37
	0.37
	0.30
	0.33
	0.30

	 
	Midwest
	 
	 
	0.06
	0.07
	0.11
	0.10
	0.12
	0.10
	0.15
	0.17
	0.20
	0.22
	0.21
	0.19
	0.32
	0.39
	0.40
	0.41
	0.39
	0.35
	0.34
	0.34

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	National Averages
	0.04
	0.04
	0.08
	0.09
	0.09
	0.10
	0.13
	0.15
	0.19
	0.19
	0.18
	0.18
	0.17
	0.17
	0.25
	0.30
	0.28
	0.31
	0.32
	0.31
	0.33
	0.32


Sources: Glashan (1979); U.S. Census.  Interdecennial population based upon straightline estimations.   
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Where does this critique of the vanishing voter story and this conceptual alternative for measuring electoral participation leave us?  Contrary to much of the scholarly literature and to prevailing journalistic and popular opinions, this paper concludes that conventional measures of electorate turnout decline are flawed and that American electoral participation has increased, not decreased, throughout American political history--and especially so over the course of the twentieth century.   

Measurement of turnout as a proportion of a nation’s or state’s total population admittedly runs counter to almost all of the relevant political science literature over the past thirty years, which seems to have followed the conceptual cues of Burnham (1965, 1985) rather than those who previously employed total population for aggregate voting measurements—including Robert Dahl (1967) who appears to have been one of the last American scholars to report voter participation relative to the total U.S. population.  As a partial concession to this voluminous literature, the discipline’s embrace of the concept of turnout as a percentage of eligible voters is not wholly without merit, especially if the principal research question is why particular eligible individuals decided not to vote within a particular election.  There is, to be sure, an extended disciplinary commitment to the study of non-voting—see, for example, Jack C. Doppelt and Ellen Shearer, Nonvoters: America's no-shows,  (1999) and Charles F. Merriam, Non-voting, Causes and Methods of Control, (1924).  However, the unexamined and singular use of eligible voters as the denominator for historical analysis of aggregate voter turnout permits the unacceptable inference that turnout was high in the nineteenth century and the early part of the twentieth century at the same time that millions upon millions of Americans were not legally or practically eligible to vote.  Adoption of total population as the denominator in the calculation of turnout is normatively preferable because it recognizes each individual completely and equally, and, therefore, it clearly is the most democratic of the possible measures of electoral participation.  Total population also is conceptually and methodologically preferable because the meaning of “total population” does not change as arbitrarily or artificially across time or space as the concepts of “eligibility,” “voting age population,” or “voting eligible population.”   Contrary to the conventional wisdom and to much of the relevant literature, calculations of voter turnout ratios that employ total population as the denominator reveal that voter turnout has increased steadily since 1776; and, most important, since the voting reforms of the 1960s and early 1970s total voter participation in U.S. elections has achieved historically high levels.

In addition to offering a more accurate and normatively consistent representation of voting in the United States, Parts I and II of this paper also offer a solution to the “puzzle of political participation” conundrum that has vexed students of voting and elections for more than three decades (Brody, 1978).  This solution, to be certain, raises additional questions that require further examination.  Why, for example, did the dramatic increases in voter participation in the United States parallel other great economic, social and political changes in the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?  Why has social capital in the United States declined in recent decades (according to Putnam and others) when political participation by voters clearly has increased?  Parts III and IV of this paper focus upon a different set of questions: namely, does this new method of measuring electoral participation rates require us to alter either our histories of democracy in the United States and other older industrialized nations, or our understanding of the breadth and meaning of electoral participation in newer, developing, and other proto-democratic nations?        

Part III: Electoral Participation in the United States and Industrialized Democracies, 1900-2002

The vanishing voter story discredited in Parts I and II represents only part of a much larger academic critique of American democracy.   The remaining elements of this critique place the United States within the context of other industrialized democracies.   In comparison, the relevant literature on voter turnout has consistently found American electoral participation rates fall far short of other industrialized democracies.   Using conventional measures of voter turnout, numerous studies report European nations like Austria, Belgium, and Italy with voter turnout routinely above 90 percent, and United States rates below 50 percent.  Coupled with the conventional story of American turnout decline since 1960, democracy in America appears especially anemic among industrialized democracies.

Rather than this rather disappointing account of voter demobilization, a population-based measurement approach reveals that electoral participation has increased steadily throughout twentieth century.  As Graph 6 reveals, among nineteen industrialized democracies voting turnout percentages have increased from an unweighted average voter turnout of 31.2% in the 1920s to 61.3% in the 1990s. This result is remarkable given the geometrical increases in world population over the past century, which has increased from 2 billion to 6.1 billion since 1950.  The population of Europe and Japan, in particular, has increased from approximately 492 million in 1950 to 856 million individuals by 1998. This demographic change represents a net increase of 74% in 48 years. Given this paper’s commitment to use total population in the denominator in historical measurements, one would expect this population growth to deflate voter turnout measures over time.  Graph 6, however, reveals proportional increases in voter turnout in every industrialized democracy.     
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Graph 6 thus confirms Sen’s original centennial assessment that the extension of elections and of the franchise has been one of the most important world events of the past century.  In addition to the extension of universal suffrage to women and to previously excluded ethnic and religious minorities, the past century also included the easing of other suffrage requirements, including the lowering of age requirements to 18; the easing of income, land ownership and status prohibitions; and the removal of tax and literacy requirements.  These data, thus, do not sustain an important element of the declining civic participation thesis that much of the discipline trumpets; rather they reveal dramatic increases in voting in the first half of the century and steady, but clearly smaller relative increases ever since.

These empirical measurements further suggest that voting has not varied dramatically among industrialized democracies. Despite the talk of precipitous declines, a positive slope marks voter participation rates across the century. Voting increases, on average, were constant, with few erratic changes in overall national rates. The only significant variations observed were the rapid increases that occurred in the post-war eras in the 1910 and 1920s, and the late 1940s.  More detailed work is necessary to identify the causes of these observed voter increases.  But preliminary outlines of a different narrative of the development of democracy quickly emerge.  For increases in voting during the decade of the 1920s occurred at the same time as the creation of other important post-war economic institutions and state capacities—a linkage that Gosnell (1930) and others advanced long ago.  Advancements in the women’s suffrage movement also experienced significant successes in the 1910s and 1920s.  Between 1915 and 1920, the United States, Austria, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, Ireland (for women over 30), Luxemburg, Netherlands, and Norway passed women’s suffrage laws making woman equal to men under the law. Sweden followed in 1921; the United Kingdom with equal female suffrage in 1928 (Katz, 1997).  At the same time, wage laborers and an emerging middle class began to gain and to use new voting rights—all with additional positive effects upon aggregate voter turnout.  

Positive growth in voter turnout continued in the 1930s and 1940s.  Following World War II, many former electoral democracies were reestablished with new, more inclusive voting rights and electoral processes.  Belgium, France, Italy and Japan established democratic processes that included female suffrage rights—a right never before recognized by these nation’s pre-war republics.  These newest European democracies pushed average voter participation in these countries from 38.5% to 49.3%--the largest decennial increase in the century.   Voting in older industrialized democracies continued to increase as well. Voter turnout in the United Kingdom grew three percent over the decade; Scandinavian countries averaged around six percent growth.  Compulsory voting systems were adopted in several nations in the 1930s, a practice that continued in Australia, Belgium, Greece, and (effectively although not legally) in Italy.
  Many countries (Italy, Germany and Japan) also reemerged with automated, government controlled voter registration systems, which lowered the costs of voting for many.  

In the 1960s, nearly all of the industrialized nations studied experienced significant social changes, with many experiencing severe fracturing of conventional sources of societal cohesion. This decade and its aftermath yielded rapid counter-mobilization, anti-political movements (Crewe and Denver, 1985).  Many of these changes should have contributed to decreased levels of voter turnout.  They instead are associated not only with the emergence of democratic regimes in Europe and Latin America, but with major domestic commitments that extended voting rights.  The United States, for example, extended voter guarantees in the 1964 Voter Rights Act; Australia extended the right to vote to Aboriginals; Canada enfranchised their native Indian population; and Portugal dropped literacy and property requirements.

Given this general path of increased voter participation, what then explains the observed variations across industrialized democracies.  Again, much more study needs to completed before more definitive explanations can be offered, but the aggregate and relative voter data reported here suggest national variations in voter turnout rates may be the result of path dependent effects.  Although there was significant variability across the studied countries, most share a similar trajectory marked by rapid growth in voter turnout in the first half of the century, followed by a less significant increases in voting in the second half of the century.  In a preliminary test, most of these countries fall within the variation boundaries expected from an empirically-testable path dependent model.

Finally, these findings suggest that there is a smaller gap between the United States and other industrialized democracies than generally is spoken about in the comparative democracy literature. Although the United States has lagged behind many industrialized democracies since the 1940s, these cross-national measurements reveal similar patterns of voter participation. American voter turnout increased from 15.8% of its population in 1912 to an historical high of 41.8% in 1992. While lacking the electoral mechanisms of compulsory voting and automatic registration, significant extensions of the franchise over this century have allowed the United States to participate fully in the general voter trends observed in other industrialized countries. The average American voter participation increase of 2.7% per decade parallels average increases in the United Kingdom (2.0%), Germany (1.8%), and France (3.8%).

The absolute gap between American voter turnout and the other industrialized countries increased over the century.  In large part, this separation effect reflects the cumulative effect of different national turnout growth rates, which have been positive and generally stable for each industrialized nation studied.  During the 1980s, however, as voter participation declined in other industrialized democracies by .7% (over the decade), voter turnout in the United States increased at a similar rate.  While political changes in many European nations have sustained more rapid expansions than in the United States, there seems to be little empirical evidence that supports a thesis advancing a decline or demobilization of American voters relative to European and Japanese voters.

Part IV. Voter Turnout in New Democracies


The industrialized world’s adoption and subsequent embrace of regular elections and near 

universal adult suffrage rights—especially, in the later half of the twentieth century--increased the prominence of democratic forms of government in the world.  The rest of the world, nevertheless, remained as it always had been: overwhelmingly undemocratic.  The long-term stability, economic growth, military strength, and technological superiority exhibited by these industrialized democracies increased the desirability of and external support for later increases in electoral participation in developing nations.  As Linz and others report, the proportion of democratic to non-democratic regimes has since increased from 27 to 62 percent (Linz, 2000).  This so-called third wave of democratization continues as an additional 44 nations held their first democratic elections in the 1990s.
  


The relative newness of these most recent electoral democracies places limits on the quantity of electoral information available for analysis; conclusions about voter participation in these nations clearly must remain tentative.  The data, however, reveal several notable differences.  As recorded in Graph 7, these differences suggest regional differences in voting practices and, thus, in the degree and type of democracy present within these newest electoral democracies.  
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Graph 7: Electoral Participation in New Democracies
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Application of the new population-based measure of electoral participation indicates that the new Eastern European democracies have most readily adapted to the concepts and practices associated with the older democratic nations.  Among Central and Eastern European democracies, electoral participation rates were analyzed in Russia, Poland, Croatia, Hungary, Czech Republic, Estonia, Belarus, and Ukraine.  Since 1989, the adoption of free and open elections and near universal adult suffrage in most of these countries has allowed participation to approach 50% of the total population within each nation.
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Graph 8: Electoral Participation in New Democracies 
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The former Eastern bloc nations also illustrate another phenomena common to most of the new democracies observed.  As recorded in Graph 8, after initially high voter turnout (indexed to the nation’s population), voter participation tends to drop off and stabilize after several election cycles, followed by an electoral rebound. Every country except Ukraine experienced a decline in participation after the initial election, although Ukraine experienced a smaller voter turnout in subsequent elections.  Poland, the first in this region to hold an election, experienced a 17% decline after its first election in 1989.  Estonia’s electoral participation dropped 27% after its first election in 1990.  Russia and the Czech Republic also weathered significant declines after their first election years. These numbers, while generally positive relative to other new democracies, offer a note of caution about democratic consolidation and the potential for retrenchment in every new electoral democracy.  Many of these new democracies also adopted constitutionally-mandated forms of compulsory voting.
 A majority also adopted automatic and continuous voter registration to maximize the percentage of registered voters within the eligible adult population. 


The new Asian electoral democracies analyzed included Bangladesh, Malaysia, Mongolia, Nepal, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and South Korea. While the Republic of Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines had previous experience with regular democratic elections, many Asian electoral democracies did not develop until the 1970s and 1980s.   From an historical perspective, these Asian democracies have had steady but small increases in voter turnout over the past thirty years: from 17% to 39% of the respective populations in these countries (See Graph 9).  While more erratic than voting patterns observed in older electoral democracies, voter participation in these new Asian democracies have increased at annual rates of 75%.  In addition to the increase in voter participation, the frequency of elections has increased dramatically over the last few decades. The Philippines, for example, accelerated parliamentary elections from a six (1969-1987) to a three-year cycle (1992-2001). 
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While new Eastern European and Asian democracies offer cautionary success stories, the electoral democracies have been less present in the Middle East and Africa.  On the African continent, several African nations were selected for closer study of their voter participation rates.  These nations were Cameroon, Egypt, Kenya, Madagascar, Nigeria, South Africa, Nigeria and Zimbabwe.  In the past, elections have been erratic and often dominated by corruption and open and violent voter suppression efforts.   Notably, South Africa has been one of Africa’s greatest democratic success stories.  The voter turnout rates there was 51% of the national population in the triumphant 1994 Mandela election victory, but the rates since have dropped almost 15% in recent elections--37.7% in 1999.  Nigeria, still in transition from military to civilian rule, has had recent democratic elections with comparatively high voter turnout (45%).  

Middle Eastern electoral democracies analyzed included Kuwait, Jordan, Syria, Israel, Iran, and Yemen.  The typical caveats concerning the value of graded thinking about the possible forms of democracy seem especially appropriate in this region.  Iran’s political regime is stabilized by theocratic control, and Jordan has a constitutional monarchy that allows for small democratic elections for parts of legislative bodies.  Israel has been the only country in the region with an established electoral system and high levels of voter participation relative to its population.  From 1949 to 2000, Israel’s turnout rate has steadily increased from 41% to 51%.  By contrast, Kuwait, Jordan, Yemen, and Syria have had extremely low voter participation relative to the size of their populations.  

Part V: A Democratic Coda--What about the Full Consent Criterion?  

Definitions of democracy and of democratic norms and practices remain contested not only within academic circles but within an international discourse that increasingly is driven by nations and individuals who sense or remain committed to the benefits promised by national journeys down the path of democratization.  This paper extends these definitional debates by completing a critical conceptual analysis of the concept of electoral participation.  This concept and its constructed empirical indicators are important because they offer a means for identifying, measuring and evaluating the presence and levels of democracy across both time and space.  For one or more reasons, this paper demonstrated that conventional concepts and indicators of electoral participation should be abandoned or their inferential uses radically qualified.


Given the intimate and necessary relationship between the concepts of electoral participation and democracy, this paper proposed that alternative empirical indicators and measurements of electoral participation bear the imprint of two criteria associated with contemporary democratic norms.   The first criterion, full equality of persons, formed the basis for this paper’s adoption of total population as the least biased and only democracy-consistent denominator for comparable ratio measurements of voting over time.   The second identified normative criterion articulated an equally noncontroversial standard for the bestowal of political legitimacy.  This standard grounded the legitimacy of democratic governance upon the individual right to express consent through free, fair, regular, and public acts of voting.  


What are the unexamined implications of the second full consent standard for the conceptualization, practice, and measurement of electoral participation?  Unfortunately for the persuaded but wearied reader, the necessary transformations required by a complete application of this standard promise to be as disruptive and radical as those required by the full equality criterion.  A full theoretical development of these implications is not required here because suggestive elements of a larger argument already have appeared in the perceptive but underappreciated work of Italian political scientist Luigi Campiglio (Campiglio, 1997; see also Bennett, 2003, 66-84).  In this work, Campiglio accounts for the adoption and distributional age-skew of social welfare policies in industrialized democracies in terms of age-differentiated electoral participation rates.  He reports that “voting turnout is positively related to social security transfers (as a share of GNP), and the percentage of population over sixty-five years old is positively related to the share of collected consumption.”  According to Campiligio: 

Elderly voters determine a clear shift in the composition of aggregate demand and public expenditure: By the same token, in a historical perspective, the development of the modern welfare state can be related to the gradual spread of universal suffrage….In most industrialized countries, universal suffrage was achieved between the two world wars, when the diffusion of social security systems also became more general.  It is no accident that after World War II we observe a structural and permanent shift toward more equality in all modern democracies.

In addition to these net social benefits, however, Campiglio further observes that “[t]he minimum age requirement” for voting in all electoral democracies “can nevertheless seriously distort the amount and direction of resource redistribution.”
   Indeed, age-based voting thresholds not only reflect modern and ancient forms of political exclusion, they guarantee structural policy biases against underage interests without affording full and equal opportunities for democratic expressions of consent.   As a remedy for this structural electoral bias, some advocate lower voting age thresholds (Franklin, 2004).  Campiglio, though, advances a more fully democratic reform: a form of modified proxy voting in which voting rights “could become an increasing function of age: in case of small children, the parents, as agents, could exercise their voting rights; whereas teenagers could directly elect their representative, both at local and national levels” (Campigliol, 1997).
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� The United States formally guaranteed adult male suffrage in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution—ratified in 1868 and 1870.  France and Germany also had universal male suffrage in 1870; Switzerland in 1874; and Belgium and Netherlands in 1894 (Finer, 1999, III:1638).


� New Zealand granted equivalent national suffrage rights to women in 1893; Federated Australia in 1902; Finland in 1906; Norway in 1907; Denmark and Iceland in 1915; Canada in 1917; Estonia, Georgia, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russian Federation, in 1918; Belarus, Belgium, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Ukraine in 1919; Albania, Czech Republic, Slovakia, United States in 1920; Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Sweden in 1921; United Kingdom in 1928.


� Dahl (1971), among others, extends the requirements of democracy to include competitive elections, and the freedoms of association, free speech, and a free press, as well as the nonexclusionary right to hold public office.  To this list, Diamond and Plattner (2001) add the freedom of belief, protection from political terror and unjustified imprisonment; equal protection and due process of the law, an independent judiciary and other alternative institutions including a central bank, and civilian control over the military. 


� Compare with Sartori (2001), who acknowledges voting “as a necessary condition of any free polity.”  Sartori, however, contends that Switzerland--without female suffrage—“was a full democracy in spite of its electoral exclusions.”  This view evokes an older, liberal, patriarchical conceptualization of democracy premised upon the idea that some are “unfit for voting,” and a limited historical perspective that insists that the development of secularism and liberalism preceded electoral forms of democracy.  Much more could be added to this criticism, but it is only necessary to note the world-wide dearth of large-scale, liberal yet nonelectoral “democracies.”       


� Przeworski and Sprague (1971) offer one of the first attempts to bring greater clarity to the concept of voter participation and its inferential and empirical relationships to theories of political and democratic development.   In accord with the work of C. G. Hempel, Przeworski and Sprague propose explicit rules and norms for conceptual construction and measurement.  The first rule requires “specifying which observations are to be taken as primitives of the measurement system and what rules for combining observations are to be included” (186).  They identify “the number of adults, the number of eligibles, and the number of voters” as the “primitive quantities of the measurement system and all subsequent statements about the values of other variables are derived from statements concerning the values of these three primitive observations.”  From these primitives, they define three concepts and measurements of electoral participation.  The first concept is “Eligibility,” which is defined as the ratio of the number of eligibles divided by the number of adults.  The second concept is “Mobilization,” which is the ratio of the number of voters divided by the number of adults.  The third concept is “Turnout,” which is the ratio of the number of voters divided by the number of eligibles.  There, however, are several problems with the article by Przeworski and Sprague.  First, their critique and explicit rules for concept formation unfortunately have been largely ignored.  Second, the empirical depth of the article is limited by the conceptual concerns of the authors.  Third, the 1971 publication of this work means that its historical horizons do not extend to include the global expansion of electoral democracy, much of which has occurred since 1971.  Fourth, although the authors loosely claim some sensitivity “to measures where dependence on time is significant” (188), to “over-time comparisons” (211), and to “socio-economic distributions” (190), the article vastly underestimates the analytical and inferential difficulties of distribution change over time. Fifth, the article asserts the importance of the relationship of electoral participation primitives to “social structure,” “social system,” and “society” (211n20, 214), of “the interaction between party leaders and the population” (213, 214), of “the extent to which access to political institutions is equally distributed in a society” (213), and of Stein Rokkan’s definition of political mobilization as a “proportion of the territorial population standing in direct, unmediated communication with central authorities” (187n4); the article, however, employs a  conventional but unnecessarily restrictive and diminished  definition of society that exaggerates the magnitude of observations.  For example, the authors conclude: “where 98 percent of the population votes, the parties obviously maintain communication with the entire society.” (214).   


� J.F. Jameson, “Did the Fathers Vote?,” The New England Magazine, Jan. 1890, I(5): 484-90, 485.


� Democratic theorists explicitly adopt the normative association of human equality into their definitions of democracy.  For example, “Democracy is a form of government in which the rules are fully responsible to the ruled in order to realize self-respect for everybody” (Riker, 1953); “democracy is ‘equal power for everybody’” (Sartori, 1962); “Democracy…is the quality of being completely or almost completely responsive to all its citizens” who are “considered as political equals” whose “preferences [are] weighed equally in the conduct of government, that is, weighed with no discrimination because of the content or source of the preference” (Dahl, 1971).  Upon closer inspection, however, the applications of these definitions of equality fall short of full equality for all persons and equal voting weights and political opportunities for all interests and preferences.   As the subsequent parts of this paper make clear, it is possible and preferable--both empirically and normatively—to apply universal standards of human equality to the concept and measurements of electoral participation.  For recent theoretical discussions of the foundations and implications of more radical conceptions of human equality, see Waldron, (2002); Kraynak and Tinder (2003); Kraynak (2001).  


� Concerns about voter participation and the origins of our national tradition of representative governance could be pushed back deep into the colonial era.  Indeed, in 1619, nine days before the first American colony convened its first representative assembly  “the Polonians resident in Virginia” protested their exclusion from the upcoming election until “it was… agreed (notwithstanding any former order to the contrary) that they shalbe enfranchized, and made as free as any inhabitants there whatsoever.” (Susan M. Kingsbury, ed., The Records of the Virginia Company of London, July 21, 1619, (1906), I: 251-52).


� Popular voting for the President becomes widespread in 1828, when 57.3 percent of eligible voters voted.  See Burnham, “The Turnout Problem,” in A. James Reichley, ed., Elections American Style, (1987), pp. 97-133.


� Voter turnout in 1998 is reported as 36.1 percent of the voting age population--see  Richard Scammon, Alice McGillivray and Rhodes Cook, America Votes 23, 1999.





� For a recent historical survey of the American election studies subfield, see McGuire (2001).


� Arthur Holcombe’s adult citizen measurement additionally does not include “Indians who had received full citizenship, nor …Chinese and Japanese born in this country” (1926), p. 149n.  


� For example, in the year 2000 the VAP for the U.S. was 72.9; Canada, 75.4; France, 75.9; Japan, 80.5; Germany, 79.9; United Kingdom, 76.0; Italy, 81.7; Switzerland, 78.3; and Israel, 65.5—with a standard deviation of 4.9. 





� In his 1945 Presidential address to the Southern Historical Association, Fletcher Green used the category of “adult white male population” in all but six Antebellum states to calculate voting participation rates.  According to Fletcher, Southern states had a voting percentage of 69.5 while northern states had a average rate of 69.7.” (Fletcher M. Green, “Democracy in the Old South,” Journal of Southern History, (1946), XII(1): 20n.25).    


� See Philip E. Converse, “Change in the American Electorate,” in The Human Meaning of Social Change, (1972), p. 288n.44.


�See Jeffrey S. Passel, “Effects of Population Estimates on Voter Participation Rates,” Studies in the Measurement of Voter Turnout,” November 1990, Current Population Reports: Special Studies, P-23 No. 168;.Lynne M. Casper and Loretta E. Bass, “Voting Registration in the Election of November 1996.” Census Bureau Current Population Reports, P20-504, July 1998; Barry Burden, “Measuring Voter Turnout in the National Election Studies,” (2000)


� See, for example, A.B. Hart, “The Exercise of the Suffrage,” PSQ, (1892), VII: 307-329; Franklin J. Jameson, “Virginian Voting in the Colonial Period (1744-1774),” The Nation, (April 27, 1893) pp. 309-10.George Luetscher, Early Political Machinery in the United States, (1903, pp.15-26); Cyclopedia of American Government, (1914), III: 446; Charles H. Titus, Voting Behavior in the United States, (1935); Robert E. Lane, Political Life: Why People Get Involved in Politics, (1959); Robert A. Dahl, Pluralist Democracy in the United States, (1967).





� Katz (1997), p.241.


� Pintor, Rafael Lopez., Maria Gratschew. “Voter Turnout Since 1945: A Global Report” IDEA: 2002. p. 14.


� While maintaining voluntary voting, Russia has relatively aggregate high turnout thresholds that combat absenteeism. Presidential elections with less than 50% turnout are invalid; after 1993, the minimum voter turnout threshold was lowered to 25%.  See Smith and Remington, (2001).   


� Campiligio concisely recognizes, “Any discussion of the interests of children in terms of utility reveals the existence of a fundamental flaw in modern welfarism because the recognition that education is indispensable to children implies… that their lack of information is structural.  Moreover, adults are not simply bigger children, which means that a common utility function cannot satisfactorily accommodate the physical characteristics both of the children and of the adults.  This does not imply that equivalence scales are not useful but it points to a limit on their social meaning.”


� Despite the perceptive analysis of the political consequences of age-based voting restrictions, it is worthwhile to note that Campiglio fails to extend this insight into a reinterpretation of the history of voter participation.  Like many before him, Campiglio accepts the conventional wisdom and states: “Political turnout in the United States was highest in Tocqueville’s day and it was only at the beginning of the twentieth century that it declined to lower contemporary levels” (1997, 206).  
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Graph 7: Electoral Participation in New Democracies
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Graph 2: Number of Voters in  U.S. Presidential Elections:
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Graph 8: Electoral Participation in New Democracies 1989-1999
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0.348

0.21

0.259

0.053

0.347

0.328

0.21

0.259

0.182

0.053

0.347

0.328

0.21

0.259

0.182

0.053

0.347

0.328

0.208

0.259

0.182

0.053

0.358

0.328

0.211

0.259

0.182

0.053

0.358

0.328

0.211

0.259

0.268

0.403

0.358

0.406

0.211

0.227

0.268

0.403

0.358

0.406

0.211

0.227

0.268

0.403

0.274

0.406

0.211

0.234

0.268

0.272

0.403

0.274

0.423

0.211

0.234

0.289

0.272

0.403

0.274

0.423

0.211

0.234

0.289

0.272

0.403

0.274

0.423

0.247

0.234

0.289

0.272

0.403

0.357

0.423

0.247

0.234

0.289

0.272

0.403

0.357

0.497

0.247

0.284

0.314

0.318

0.403

0.357

0.497

0.287

0.284

0.314

0.318

0.414

0.357

0.497

0.287

0.247

0.314

0.318

0.414

0.519

0.473

0.311

0.247

0.314

0.318

0.414

0.519

0.473

0.311

0.247

0.309

0.474

0.318

0.414

0.519

0.473

0.311

0.314

0.309

0.474

0.297

0.414

0.261

0.473

0.311

0.314

0.309

0.474

0.297

0.347

0.261

0.476

0.311

0.314

0.309

0.56

0.297

0.347

0.509

0.476

0.311

0.314

0.309

0.56

0.28

0.347

0.509

0.476

0.311

0.314

0.313

0.56

0.28

0.366

0.509

0.476

0.395

0.351

0.313

0.434

0.28

0.366

0.509

0.446

0.401

0.351

0.313

0.592

0.268

0.366

0.196

0.566

0.401

0.351

0.313

0.592

0.268

0.358

0.196

0.566

0.401

0.351

0.293

0.592

0.398

0.358

0.196

0.566

0.401

0.351

0.293

0.592

0.398

0.358

0.196

0.566

0.401



Bangladesh

		

				Bangladesh

										Total Pop.

								Valid Votes		Annual Pop.		Census Pop.		% Voting

						1950

						1951

						1952

						1953

						1954

						1955

						1956

						1957

						1958

						1959

						1960

						1961

						1962

						1963

						1964

						1965

						1966

						1967

						1968

						1969

						1970

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1971				69,770,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1972				72,390,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1973		19,329,683		74,370,000				25.9%

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1974				77,030,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1975				78,960,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1976				80,820,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1977				82,720,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1978				84,660,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1979		19,676,124		86,664,000				22.7%

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1980				88,660,000

						1981		21,677,560		90,457,000				23.4%

						1982				92,585,000

						1983				94,651,000

						1984				97,273,000

						1985				99,434,000

						1986		28,873,540		101,673,000				28.4%

						1987				102,563,000

						1988		25,832,858		104,532,000				24.7%

						1989				106,507,000

		IDEA includes 3.2%invalid				1990				109,465,000

						1991		34,477,803		109,880,000				31.4%

						1992				113,114,000

		IDEA includes 3.0%invalid				1993				114,900,000

						1994				117,700,000

						1995				119,900,000

		IDEA includes 3.2%invalid				1996		42,880,564		122,100,000				35.1%

						1997				124,300,000

		IDEA includes 3.8%invalid				1998				124,774,000

						1999				126,947,000

						2000

						2001		56,185,707

				Sources

						Electoral

								Valid Votes

								"Eligible Electorate"

						Demographic

								Demographic Yearbook 1970 (1971), 1950-1970 Population Estimates, pp.132-33.

								Demographic Yearbook 1980 (1982), 1971-1980 Population Estimates, pp.153-57.

								Demographic Yearbook 1988 (1990), 1979-88 Population Estimates, pp.185-89.

								Demographic Yearbook 1998 (2000), 1989-98 Population Estimates, pp.118-123.

								Demographic Yearbook 1960 (1961), pp.126-151
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Malaysia

		

				Malaysia

										Total Pop.

								Valid Votes		Annual Pop.		Census Pop.		% Voting

						1950

						1951

						1952

						1953

						1954

						1955

						1956

						1957

						1958

						1959

						1960

						1961

						1962

						1963

						1964

						1965

						1966

						1967

						1968

						1969

						1970

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1971				10,700,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1972				11,000,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1973				11,310,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1974		2,122,927		11,650,000				18.2%

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1975				11,900,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1976				12,300,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1977				12,600,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1978		3,473,790		12,960,000				26.8%

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1979				13,300,000

				1980 Demographic Yearbook		1980				13,440,000

						1981				14,111,000

						1982		4,181,800		14,478,000				28.9%

						1983				14,862,000

						1984				15,263,000

						1985				15,681,000

						1986		5,052,157		16,109,000				31.4%

						1987				16,528,000

						1988				16,942,000

						1989				17,353,000

		IDEA includes 3.2%invalid				1990		5,600,000		18,102,000				30.9%

						1991				18,547,000

						1992				19,043,000

		IDEA includes 3.0%invalid				1993				19,564,000

						1994				20,112,000

						1995		6,470,882		20,689,000				31.3%

		IDEA includes 3.2%invalid				1996				21,169,000

						1997				21,666,000

		IDEA includes 3.8%invalid				1998				22,180,000

						1999		6,655,348		22,712,000				29.3%

						2000

				Sources

						Electoral

								Valid Votes

								"Eligible Electorate"

						Demographic

								Demographic Yearbook 1970 (1971), 1950-1970 Population Estimates, pp.132-33.

								Demographic Yearbook 1980 (1982), 1971-1980 Population Estimates, pp.153-57.

								Demographic Yearbook 1988 (1990), 1979-88 Population Estimates, pp.185-89.

								Demographic Yearbook 1998 (2000), 1989-98 Population Estimates, pp.118-123.

								Demographic Yearbook 1960 (1961), pp.126-151



International Almanac of Electoral History, 3rd. Ed., rev., Thomas T. Mackie and Richard Rose, (1991).




