SUFFRAGE

J Morgan Kousser

HE earliest well-known Anglo-American law

regulating the suffrage, or right to vote, cut
back rather than expanded the electorate. Re-
cent elections, the preamble to an English act of
1430 declared, had been disturbed by the riotous
behavior of “very great, outrageous and exces-
sive number({s] of people, of which [the] most
part was [sic] people of small substance and of
- no value, whereof every [one] of them pretended
a voice equivalent as to such election with the
most worthy knights and esquires.” Accordingly,
in future elections for Parliament in the English
counties, only those who owned, free of debt,
land or houses that produced an income of forty
shillings or more a year would be allowed to
vote. This “40s. freeholder” criterion remained
the basic standard in England for over four cen-
turies and in parts of America until—and in some
states, long after—the Revolution.

The law has three implications worth noting
here. Its passage underlines the fact that the
franchise may be contracted as well as liberal-
ized. There is no natural Whiggish law or inher-
ent logic guaranteeing that barriers to the vote
will progressively erode. The stated reason for
the 1430 restriction, moreover, was not that the
men “of no value” were illegitimately influenced
or that their votes were controlled by those on
whom they were dependent but that, on the con-
trary, they were insufficiently deferential to their
social superiors. Far from having “no will of
their own,” to use the eighteenth-century catch-
phrase, the fault of these voters was that they had
entirely too much will. Such a charge in an act
passed by a legislative body dominated by
“knights and esquires,” not to speak of more
highly titled persons, indicates, finally, that this
particular elite was using its political and social
power self-consciously to cut off a potential

threat to its hegemony. Self-interest, in other
words, shaped late medieval as well as more
modern election regulations. The suffrage provi-
sions in English boroughs varied much more
widely than those in the counties. Probably most
common was the requirement that voters be resi-
dent householders; but in some cities and towns
payers of local taxes (or “scot””) who accepted
the obligation to fill local offices (or “‘lot”) were
allowed the franchise. In other places, anyone
who had a hearth on which to cook something
in a pot, who was referred to, picturesquely, as
a “potwalloper,” became a parliamentary elec-
tor. “Scot and lot” and “pot” suffrage standards
were later exported to some American cities,
Not only did such requirements vary between
places, they changed over time and not always
in a more inclusive direction. In 1653 Oliver
Cromwell, whose antiroyalist supporters were
stronger in the countryside than in the towns, cut
borough representation in Parliament by half
while quadrupling county representation and,
fearful of “anarchy” in the wake of egalitarian
“Leveller” agitation, imposed a 200-pound
property qualification on all voters. The English
Revolution “went backward” with regard to the
breadth of the electorate, at least. The act
proved, furthermore, that what has come to be
called vote dilution is no modern invention.
While all women, and males who were Roman
Catholics, Jews, aliens, and servants were gener-
ally excluded, inflation caused by the influx of
precious metals from the Americas devalued the
British suffrage qualifications for other men in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Still,
by the early eighteenth century only about 15
percent of English adult males could vote.
Imported into an America in which the supply
of uncleared land was vast, the English qualifica-
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tions or their approximations had quite different
effects than in the mother country. Here, nearly
every white male who lived long enough could
acquire fifty acres of land, or real or personal
property worth forty or fifty pounds, or that pro-
duced an income or rent of forty shillings per
year. In consequence, these most usual suffrage
requirements in colonial America enfranchised
from 50 to 75 percent of the white adult males,
according to Chilton Williamson’s estimates,
and from 54 to 97 percent, in the view of Robert
and Katherine Brown. In 1977, Robert Dinkin
concluded that each reckoning, based as it inevi-
tably is on fragmentary data, is correct for certain
colonies. Since men typically accumulate wealth
as they grow older, the property restrictions in
an area of cheap land and dear labor such as
early America amounted, in effect, to fairly mild,
gradual age qualifications for voting. In any case
the franchise was from three to six times as wide
in the colonies as in England and was without
doubt the broadest of that in any large country
in the world at the time.

Even these curbs on voting were loosely en-
forced and easily evaded, especially in close elec-
tions. As a parliamentary address to Queen Anne
noted in 1706, in recent North Carolina elec-
tions “servants, Negroes, Aliens, Jews and Com-
mon sailors were admitted to vote. . ..” In Amer-
ica as in England, candidates and their friends
sometimes temporarily leased to their support-
ers land sufficient to qualify them to cast ballots,
reclaiming it from these “fagot voters” after the
election. Such practices were especially preva-
lent during the bitter battles between the Ward
and Hopkins factions in Rhode Island during the
1760’s. After a 1762 Virginia act reducing the
voting qualification from ownership of 100 to 50
acres of land was disapproved by the crown, the
colony seems to have enforced the lower stan-
dard anyway. By 1770 the ever sour Massachu-
setts Tory Thomas Hutchinson reported that at
Boston town meetings, which were supposed to
be open only to holders of forty pounds’ worth
of property, “anything with the appearance of a
man is admitted without scrutiny. . . .” Less bi-
ased observers made similar observations in
Pennsylvania during the same period. In Con-
necticut, Governor Oliver Wolcott noted in
1821, the property qualifications had been “es-
sentially nugatory” from the early eighteenth
century on.

In other colonies, men who could not meet
the property requirement were sometimes al-
lowed to vote on grounds of “good character”
or “freemanship.” Fluctuations in the value of
the currency, especially during the Revolution,
offered election officials considerable room to
manipulate voter lists. The line between full citi-
zen and ineligible wavered with the rate and ex-
actness of assessments of property values, which
was even less precise and more subject to politi-
cal machinations in an age of nonprofessional
tax collectors than it is today. Since the vast ma-
Jority of white men could expect to qualify legally
at least when they reached middie age, and since
many others would be allowed to vote even if
they did not attain the stated requisites, it is no
wonder that there was little recorded protest
against colonial property qualifications.

What were later attacked and defended in in-
flated rhetoric in both England and America as
matters of high principle were in practice re-
duced to life-cycle effects and often biased or
quirky administrative procedures. As the Salem,
Massachusetts, Essex Register noted in 1820, in
politically exciting elections, a property qualifi-
cation was an invitation to fraud, “‘and these are
the only times when any qualifications are neces-
sary, for it is only at such times that they are at-
tended to. If there was any way by which no one
but those who would exercise their judgment
freely, and without influence or corruption
should be admitted to the vote, we would most
gladly subscribe to it. But we are satisfied no
such way exists—we therefore must, most cer-
tainly open the door of universal suffrage.”

The American Revolution, in suffrage as in
many other matters, pushed theory toward a rec-
onciliation with practice. The excited, wide-
spread discussions of political principles and the
heightened involvement of young men in meet-
ings, mobs, and militia brought into question not
only circumscriptions of voting rights but also
current schemes of representation and argu-
ments about consent. Pennsylvania in 1776 and
New Hampshire in 1782 went furthest, substitut-
ing a taxpaying for a property qualification.
Adult males could satisfy the requirement by
paying a fixed-amount poll or capitation (head)
tax. Notorious in the twentieth century as a
southern suffrage restriction, the poll tax was ini-
tially a liberalizing provision. North Carolina, in
1776, kept its fifty-acre requirement for voting
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for state senators but followed the Pennsylvania
plan in its lower house. Georgia in 1777 reduced
its fifty-acre to a ten-pound exclusion, weakened

that further by allowing all men who followed a

“mechanic trade” to vote, and, in 1789, moved
to a simple poll-tax standard for all white men.
Other states reduced requirements by restating
the previous pound sterling standards in inflated
American currency or by cutting, but still keep-
ing, property requirements. Only Delaware,
Rhode Island, and Connecticut left their qualifi-
cations untouched before 1800.

The disfranchisement of Roman Catholics
was terminated in New York, Virginia, Maryland,
Rhode Island, and South Carolina, and of free
persons of color, in Massachusetts, New York,
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and North Carolina.
New Jersey in 1777 even allowed women to vote
if they possessed, in their own right, fifty pounds
of property. (Because of sexually discriminatory
laws concerning property-holding, this provision
primarily enfranchised widows.) Countering this
pluralistic trend, however, adherents of the Brit-
ish cause were generally excluded by test oaths
or by less formal means during, and to some de-
gree even after, the Revolution.

Between 1800 and 1860 the remaining formal
impediments to universal white male suffrage
were almost everywhere removed, but barriers
to voting by free persons of color and women
were raised. Although the largely symbolic con-
tests over the abolition of property tests often
became intertwined with factional or partisan
concerns, there was no consistent split on the
issue. Jeffersonians, Federalists, Democrats,
Whigs, and Republicans all appeared on both
sides of the universal white male suffrage ques-
tion. In Maryland, for instance, a five-year strug-
gle over a universal male suffrage bill originally
introduced by a Federalist ended in the adoption
in 1802 of a Jeffersonian’s universal white male
suffrage act. In Connecticut the demand for a
broader franchise was part of the Republican
program against the Federalists. After a struggle
that lasted for almost two decades, and that saw
Federalist officials jail a Republican for sedition
because of his statements in favor of universal
male suffrage, Connecticut in 1818 abolished its
property qualification and enfranchised all white
males who paid any taxes or served in the militia.
At the same time, the state disfranchised future
black voters. In perhaps the first version of a

grandfather clause—one, ironically, that worked
to protect black rather than white voting
rights—Connecticut allowed those blacks who
currently voted to retain the privilege.

By adopting a uniform taxpaying or militia-
service standard for white males in 1821, New
York enlarged its electorate from the 30 percent
who had been allowed to vote for state senators
and governor, and the 78 percent who had been
able to vote for lower-house members, to 90 per-
cent of the white adult males. While not com-
pletely excluded, blacks were required to own
$250 worth of property—probably the highest
property qualification in the history of Ameri-
ca—before they could vote. A decade and a half
later, North Carolina and Tennessee followed
Connecticut and New York down the road to-
ward legal “Herrenvolk democracy,” or equality
within the tribe, by ending most restrictions on
white males in statewide elections. They simulta-
neously disfranchised free blacks. New Jersey in
1807 abandoned its complex, largely unenforced
property restrictions for a taxpaying standard
but also eliminated what might be called its
“widow suffrage.”

While Frederick Jackson Turner believed that
the “wind of Democracy” from the trans-
Appalachian west blew away eastern property re-
strictions on the suffrage, Williamson has shown
more recently that it was the practical matter of
the insecurity of, and extensive litigation about,
western land titles in the period of settlement,
not egalitarian theory, that accounted for the
adoption of universal white manhood suffrage in
the western states. Until land titles were settled,
in other words, comparatively few could prove
that they owned enough to meet a property qual-
ification. In fact, the western states largely con-
structed their constitutions, including their suf-
frage provisions, by cutting apart and pasting
together the fundamental documents of their
eastern neighbors. Of the eight states that joined
the Union from 1796 to 1821, three limited the
electorate to male taxpayers, while five, includ-
ing four north of the Ohio River, authorized
every white adult male, but no blacks, to vote.

The most spectacular antebellum conflict
over the suffrage was the “Dorr war” in Rhode
Island. Although the state’s $134 freehold quali-
fication had enfranchised a half to three-fourths
of the adult males during the colonial period, the
rise in the number of urban industrial workers,
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many of them Roman Catholic immigrants, in-
creased both the proportion disfranchised and
the reluctance of the rural white Anglo-Saxon
Protestant voting majority to abolish the restric-
tion or to reallocate legislative seats in accor-
dance with population shifts. A Whig who orga-
nized the moderate Constitutionalist party in
1834, Thomas W. Dorr, growingly frustrated
with the refusal of either Whigs or Democrats to
move toward suffrage liberalization, embraced
revolution in 1841. Encouraging a boycott of a
regularly called election for delegates to a state
constitutional convention that he was sure would
merely forestall reform, Dorr invited all white
adult males, not just the qualified electors (a
group that included propertied blacks), to vote
in an extralegal election of delegates to a coun-
terconvention. While the legal or “landholders”
convention substituted a personal-property for
the freehold qualification, Dorr’s convention
gave population greater weight in the legislature
and introduced universal white adult male suf-
frage. The Dorrites could ignore protests by the
blacks and antislavery whites at the black disfran-
chisement, but they could not convince their
supporters that the “Old Charter” group’s new
constitution, which through a compromise on
the suffrage expanded the state’s electorate by
about 60 percent and added comparatively mild
nativist provisions, was so conservative that it
merited armed resistance.

While the collapse of his rebellion left Dorr
in jail and about 30 percent of the Rhode Island
adult males voteless, and while reformers failed
to abolish taxpaying and similarly fairly minor
requirements for the franchise in Delaware,
Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, and Massachu-
setts, all other states by 1860 had adopted virtu-
ally universal white native male suffrage; and five
New England states had black male suffrage as
well. At certain points during the nineteenth cen-
tury, a total of twenty-two states even allowed
alien adult males who indicated the desire to be-
come American citizens to vote. Although Amer-
ica had moved formally “from property to de-
mocracy”’—for white adult males—by the Civil
War, a wide distribution of property and the fre-
quent relaxation of statutory requirements had
always limited the impact of those restrictions.
How widespread was actual voting and what ef-
fect did repeal of the requirements have?

Colonial election returns and estimates of the

adult male population are fragmentary. Elec-
tions were sometimes uncontested, or, in open
polls, candidates who watched their chances
dwindle might drop out during the voting, cut-
ting turnout and often resulting in unrecorded
votes. Almost no returns before 1730 and few
enough thereafter have been found. Of those
that survive for the last forty years of the colonial
era, the highest percentage of white adult males,
often close to half, voted in Virginia assembly
elections. New York and Pennsylvania turnout
ranged between 20 and 40 percent; Rhode Is-
land, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, between
10 and 25 percent; and data from other colonies
are too fragmentary to support generalizations.
Townsmen voted in larger percentages than
farmers, and participation rose when races
heated up. In seven Rhode Island gubernatorial
contests between Richard Ward and Stephen
Hopkins from 1758 to 1767 (four wins for Hop-
kins to three for Ward), turnout jumped from
about 25 percent in the colony’s previous votes
to over 45 percent. The candidates’ margins
ranged from 10 to 450 actual votes.

After declining as the patriots united among
themselves and swept away or intimidated their
Tory opponents, and as fighting disrupted colo-
nial society during the 1770’s, turnout rose again
during the 1780’s. The still fragmentary returns
indicate that about 10-15 percent of the white
adult males throughout America voted at the be-
ginning of the Revolution and between 20 and
40 percent during the 1780’s. Less than 20 per-
cent cast ballots for delegates to the state con-
ventions that ratified the Constitution and in the
first congressional races in 1788. These figures
represented only a fraction of those eligible to
vote, who, according to the leading student of
conditions nationwide, amounted to 50-80 per-
cent of the white adult males before and 60-90
percent after the Revolution. As the noted eigh-
teenth-century Connecticut minister Ezra Stiles
remarked, in words that now seem anachronistic
only because of their occupational reference,
“The multitude will not leave the plow to have
a governor of their taste.”

Turnout rose in the 1790’s and early 1800’s
in areas where both Federalists and Jeffersonians
were strong; it generally dropped off after the
War of 1812; and it revived considerably in the
1820’s. In the South during the period from
1822 to 1860, gubernatorial turnout never fell
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below 60 percent of the white adult males and
was often above 70 percent. Southern presiden-
tial turnout, however, topped 40 percent for the
first time in 1836 and never surpassed the voting
percentages in simultaneous antebellum state-

wide races. Why did a loosening of qualifications ’

not lead to an immediate and automatic rise in
turnout; why did state contests in the first half
of the nineteenth century usually attract more
voters than national races; and why has participa-
tion always seemed to vary, not so much with the
importance of the issues involved, such as the
Revolution and the Constitution, but with the
closeness of the contest?

Answers to these questions require a brief
consideration of the fundamental topic of why
people vote at all. Adherents of the so-called ra-
tional-choice school in political science theorize
that potential voters roughly calculate the time
and effort it would cost them to collect sufficient
information to make a decision on whom to vote
for, the benefits they might gain if their preferred
candidate were to win, and/or how much they
might lose if another candidate were victorious,
the costs in opportunities for monetary gain or
for engaging in leisure activities that they would
have to forgo by casting a ballot, the chance that
their vote might make a difference in the out-
come, and the pleasure they would feel by per-
forming (or guilt if they did not perform) their
civic duty of voting. Yet since the benefits are
usually public goods (that is, commodites,
broadly defined) that everyone enjoys merely by
membership in the relevant community] since
the probability of being the decisive voter is tiny
in any large group, and since most people are
probably less affected by feelings of civic duty
than professional students of politics are, it is dif-
ficult to see why anyone would rationally decide
to vote. He could gain all the benefits and incur
none of the costs by being a “free rider.” That
otherwise highly rational people, sometimes in-
cluding even political theorists, do vote is re-
ferred to as ‘‘the paradox of voting.”

The rational explanation for the paradox is
generally that some people have incentives to re-
duce the costs of participation and increase the
costs of not participating, either for particular
voters or groups of voters, or for all voters in
general, or to offer them particularized benefits
to vote. Because the regime usually gains legiti-
macy from higher voting participation, the state

generally seeks to foster a belief in the duty to
vote and the importance of voting through for-
mal and informal education. Modern registra-
tion laws in the United States often require that
a voter’s name be purged if he fails to vote in one
or more elections. Since it is generally more
time-consuming to register than to vote, voters
uninterested in one campaign but who think they
may be more concerned in future campaigns may
vote just to remain registered. This provision, ra-
tional for officeholders who want to maintain the
state’s legitimacy, is equivalent to a tax on non-
voting, which has been adopted more straight-
forwardly in some countries. Because candidates
for office, patronage employees or potential em-
ployees, and certain interest groups stand to
make sizable private gains or to suffer consider-
able losses depending on election outcomes,
they canvass, distribute information about cam-
paigns, facilitate trips to the polls, or make dona-,
tions for those purposes. Until the Civil War,
state and local governments, not the national
government, were the founts of patronage, and
they continued to be the chief centers of policy-
making on issues that affected large economic in-
terests until the New Deal. Organizational and
propaganda activities cut down the price of in-
formation for the voter and often induce feelings
of guilt if the recognized duty is unperformed or
especially if a personal promise, made for in-
stance to a campaign worker, is not fulfilled. The
same groups may also offer nonpublic goods,
such as programs benefiting only certain groups
or members of the public, participation in politi-
cal clubs that offer companionship, recreation,
or a chance for psychic or material gains, or,
even more simply, bribes to voters or to people
believed to be able to influence numbers of vot-
ers. Of course, people may vote for irrational or
nonrational reasons as well, such as incomplete
or false information about the virtues or vices of
candidates or parties, misconceptions about the
importance of their single votes, or altruism. In
a good many cases, however, these ‘“‘mistakes”
on the voter’s part are largely the result of
self-interested action by someone else.

Such considerations largely explain the gen-
eral patterns of participation of eligible voters in
American elections. During the eighteenth cen-
tury and much of the nineteenth century it was
more difficult for people in sparsely settled areas
than for town or city dwellers to obtain informa-
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tion or get to the polls, or for politically inter-
ested persons to reduce these costs for them. An
increase in the uncertainty of an election out-
come greatly stimulates activity by those with a
personal or organizational stake. Differences in
the range of activities that a government per-
forms and in the number and value of particular-
ized benefits—most importantly, jobs that can be
promised to campaign workers—induce differ-
ences that are linked to voter participation in
both state and private activity. Variations in
stated voter qualifications and in their adminis-
tration, in nonsuffrage laws that facilitate or dis-
courage voting (such as the availability of polling
places), and in the value of a vote (the result, for
instance, of diverse schemes for apportioning
legislative seats) set the general, public con-
straints on turnout. Private, self-interested ac-
tions determine how closely turnout will ap-
proach those limits.

Yet the constraints remain crucial. Had blacks
or women or children or, in all colonies before
1776 and in some states up to 1860, all white
adult males been eligible to vote, the number of
recorded ballots would no doubt have risen
markedly. Had people other than white adult
males been included in the denominators of
turnout percentages, those proportions would
have been much lower. The reasons for the re-
strictions—it will hardly do to call these seldom
fully explicated, often self-contractory, and
nearly always self-serving sets of statements
“theories”—therefore deserve fuller attention.

Justifications for granting or withholding the
suffrage refer to values at three levels: that of the
state or society, of the group, and of the individ-
ual. According to John Locke, who was im-
mensely influential in America, men form social
compacts to avoid instability and to protect such
fundamental interests as private property. Since
dictatorship or unchecked kingship maximizes
the influence of personal quirks and differences
on state policy from ruler to ruler, it often leads
to instability. The electorate should therefore
consist of more than one person. But it should
not, the argument continues, include all. Those
with no “stake in society,” classically indexed by
property ownership—especially landowner-
ship—or at least residency, might favor govern-
mental actions that violated some individuals’
rights or otherwise threatened the social order.
Having “no will of their own”—the phrase is

Montesquieu’s; its currency in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century England and America is due
to Blackstone’s adoption of it; and the thought
behind it may derive from Aristotle’s view that
the slave is a mere will-less tool of his mas-
ter—the propertyless are easy prey for dema-
gogues or for the rich, who may either buy their
votes or control those who are dependent on
them. That contradictions between the “too
much will” and the “no will” views were never
acknowledged by proponents of property quali-
fications indicates that one or the other of
them—doubtless the second—was largely a ra-
tionalization for a position taken for the other
reason. To enfranchise persons who are socially
dependent is therefore to violate the norm of
equality among the voters. Those who are politi-
cally ignorant, who lack information about a par-
ticular community, or who have some special in-
terest in state policy, moreover, possess no
informed, unbiased, objective will; hence, by this
line of reasoning, their participation pollutes the
quality of decisions made by the state.

Yet at times, even according to this deeply
conservative view, suffrage should be extended
beyond the bounds of the propertied and
well-informed. Inclusion co-opts the discon-
tented (in the phrase of the 1960’s, encourages
people to “work within the system”) and is there-
fore a prophylactic for revolution as well as a
source of legitimacy. Thus, the Virginia Assem-
bly extended the suffrage in 1676 at the time of
Bacon’s Rebellion—but effectively rescinded its
action after the rebellion was crushed. Although
Levellers at the Putney Debates in England in
1647 failed to convince the leaders of the Puritan
Commonwealth that those who fought deserved
to vote, the impulse of leaders to rally support
during wartime, particularly from soldiers or po-
tential soldiers, led to militia suffrage during the
American Revolution, to calls by Abraham Lin-
coln and others to enfranchise blacks who had
fought in the Civil War, and to the ratification
of the eighteen-year-old-vote amendment dur-
ing the Vietnam War in 1971. It is also no coinci-
dence that struggles for woman suffrage in Brit-
ain, Canada, and America succeeded—in the
American case after a half-century of strug-
gle—at the time of World War 1. Other societal
values that some proponents claimed were ad-
vanced through incorporating more people in
the electorate included encouraging whites to
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perform militia or slave patrol duties, solidifying
white support for slavery, and increasing tax rev-
enues by requiring poll tax payments by voters.

Arguments about the suffrage that refer to
groups or individuals have, in America, focused
principally on Afro-Americans and women, since
they were the only distinct sets of adults unen-
franchised through much of the country’s histo-
ry. Although in only three of fifteen state or terri-
torial referenda in the North from 1846 through
1869 did black suffrage win, Republicans im-
posed Negro voting on the District of Columbia
and on the seceding states in a series of
post—Civil War laws. Having been race-baited by
Democrats throughout the 1850’s and 1860’s,
northern Republicans—some but not all of
whom favored black voting—feared to identify
the party squarely with national racially impartial
suffrage until they had secured the presidency in
the 1868 election. A party necessity in the South,
black suffrage was perhaps the party’s major lia-
bility in the North. With Grant elected, however,
the Republicans moved quickly to secure a sup-
posedly permanent constitutional buttress for
southern black suffrage and to nullify the issue
in the North by driving the Fifteenth Amend-
ment through Congress and the state legisla-
tures in fifteen months. They assumed correctly
that Democratic politicians would mitigate the
severity of their attacks on a group enfranchised
at home, and the 1870-1872 campaigns wit-
nessed ‘“New Departure” northern Democrats
curbing some of their more strident *“Sambo”
rhetoric and even making cautious appeals to the
new black voters.

Although the impetus for suffrage for females,
like that for blacks, had its origin in the antislav-
ery movement, its accomplishment was more dif-
ficult—but also, once granted, more permanent.
Proclaiming the postwar period “the Negro’s
hour,” Republican leaders quashed the attempt
of women’s leaders, as Elizabeth Cady Stanton
put it, to avail themselves of *“the strong arm and
blue uniform of the black soldier to walk in [to
the voting booth] by his side. . . .” Only the most
radical Republicans, such as Thaddeus Stevens
and George Washington Julian, backed an effort
to add sexually to racially impartial suffrage in
a District of Columbia government bill in 1867,
and the same politically pragmatic view prevailed
on the Fifteenth Amendment. To join both
deeply controversial provisions, politicians felt,

doubtless correctly, would doom any change
whatever. Frustrated and furious at the defeat,
suffrage leader and former abolitionist activist
Susan B. Anthony denounced “the ignorant for-
eign vote” and exploded into an ethnocentric di-
atribe: “It is an open, deliberate insult to Ameri-
can womanhood to be cast down under the
iron-heeled peasantry of the Old World and the
slaves of the New, as we shall be in the practical
working of the Fifteenth Amendment. . . .” The
1869 split in the small woman suffrage move-
ment—part, until the 1890 reunification, con-
centrated on stimulating actions at the state level
and continued the alliance with the Republicans,
and part focused on a national amendment and
forsook its old party ties—along with a general
waning of radical and Republican political power
after the 1860’s doomed national female suf-
frage until the second decade of the twentieth
century.

While the fundamental reason for supporting
black or woman suffrage was the simple belief in
the equal natural rights of every human individu-
al, arguments for and against their exercise of
the franchise focused on their alleged group
traits and the effects of enfranchising them on
other groups and interests. Hereditarian racists
asserted that blacks were either naturally inferior
in mental capacity or naturally servile and there-
fore lacking in the “independence” that was a
necessary characteristic of voters. Environmen-
talist racists arrived at the same conclusions by
blaming slavery or lack of education for the
blacks’ alleged traits. The former thought that
no blacks should ever vote; the latter usually ad-
mitted that the flaws might in principle be cur-
able with time but had difficulty determining
when members of the “child race” could be ex-
pected to “mature.” Parallel contentions about
women pictured them as emotional rather than
coldly rational, as concerned with personal and
familial rather than with general and societal
matters, and as too weak and delicate to take part
in the political hurly-burly. The *‘masculine”
qualities were, it was assumed by men at least,
desirable in citizens. Woman suffragists some-
times turned these stereotypes to their advan-
tage by claiming, for instance, that an electorate
that included women would be less corruptible,
more compassionate, and less bellicose than an
all-male polity. Indeed, it was doubtless because
of their supposed special competence in the rais-

1242




SUFFRAGE

ing of children that nineteenth-century women
were often awarded the right to vote in school
elections. Kentucky gave widows with children
“school suffrage” as early as 1838. Kansas ex-
tended the privilege to all women in 1861. By
1890, eighteen other states allowed women to
cast ballots in school elections.

Although individuals could hardly defend
themselves against discrimination based on their
membership in identifiable groups, because no
single individual in a democracy would have
enough political power to overturn general dis-
criminatory laws or practices, the argument that
blacks and/or women needed the vote for
self-protection did make sense as a group-based
Justification. When the immediate post-Civil
War southern state governments passed ‘‘black
codes” subjecting the freedmen to second-class
citizenship in the economic, social, and legal, as
well as electoral, spheres, and when the leaders
and the police of the same governments stood
by—when they did not actively join in—while
blacks in Memphis, New Orleans, and other
places were wantonly slaughtered in “race
riots,” all but the most racist northerners agreed
that some federal guarantees against a return to
slavery or quasi-slavery were needed. Generally
opposed to a continuing federal police role, ex-
pecting that southern elections would be con-
ducted with at least a degree of openness and
recognition of rights, and hoping that the votes
would be counted relatively fairly, Yankee Re-
publicans considered the vote for blacks some-
thing close to a panacea.

In contrast to such life-and-death matters,
legal discriminations against women seemed
comparatively mild. Most adult women could
rely on their husbands to help guard their physi-
cal safety, and male voters had an interest in pro-
tecting the extrafamilial economic and social
rights of their wives and daughters. Moreover,
opponents of suffrage for any group could al-
ways contend that its interest was better pro-
tected by the current electors than it would be
by the assertedly less competent group itself, or
at least that their cause was already adequately
guarded. In Aileen S. Kraditor’s fine summary
phrase for this antisuffragist contention,
“woman was not a class apart but a part of every
class.” The self-protection justification for black
voting therefore seemed, in the 1860’s at least,
stronger than that for women. As the most prom-

inent nineteenth-century black leader, Frederick
Douglass, who had also staunchly supported
woman suffrage since the famous 1848 Seneca
Falls convention, remarked in 1869:

When women, because they are women, are
dragged from their homes and hung upon
lamp-posts; when their children are torn from
their arms and their brains dashed to the pave-
ment; when they are objects of insult and out-
rage at every turn; when they are in danger of
having their homes burnt down over their
heads; when their children are not allowed to
enter schools; then they will have an urgency to
obtain the ballot.

Investing black or female Americans with the
franchise would also, proponents contended,
balance or reduce the influence of other groups.
Republicans often asserted in the post-Civil War

“period that suffrage for southern Negroes was

necessary to ensure the loyalty of the formerly
rebellious areas. Especially after the midwestern
women’s antiliquor campaign of 1874 and the
contemporaneous founding of the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union, both “wet” and
“dry” politicians, as well as brewers and distill-
ers, generally assumed that the enfranchisement
of women would greatly increase the prohibi-
tionists’ strength. As the already quoted state-
ment by Anthony demonstrates, moreover, suf-
fragist spokespersons, seeming conveniently to
forget that not all women were white native
Anglo-Saxon Protestants, also repeatedly as-
serted that women’s votes would reduce the po-
liical influence of “undesirable” groups, espe-
cially northern immigrant slum dwellers, who
were assumed to support urban political ma-
chines, and southern blacks. Such contentions,
paradoxically, were most often asserted around
the turn of the century, when literacy tests, poll
taxes, registration laws, and secret ballot acts
were already seriously cutting down these
groups’ political power. Weakened, they made
easier targets. By 1894 Elizabeth Cady Stanton
publicly endorsed a literacy test in English to dis-
franchise many of the foreign born as well as the
“ignorant native vote.” Having failed to walk
into the voting booth with the black man, Stan-
ton now hoped to gain entrance by helping to
expel him and his foreign-born brother.
Undoubtedly the most important groups that
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potentially could be affected by the inclusion or
exclusion of any class in the electorate were po-
litical parties or factions or, in disorganized po-
litical systems, cliques of calculating politicians.
Scholars sometimes treat the rules that structure
the polity as if they were composed behind a
“veil of ignorance.” It is possible, this view im-
plies, to forget one’s current socioeconomic and
political positions, as well as the ways in which
those positions have shaped one’s views of how
the world works and ought to work, and simply
to decide disinterestedly what is best for the
state. Human beings, even the least worldly the-
orists, appear to be incapable of adopting this ar-
tificial, fictive posture. It seems hardly coinciden-
tal, for instance, that to the monarch of Western
philosophers, Plato, the best rule was that of the
philosopher king; that to Blackstone, codifier of
the principles of laws protecting property, only
property-holders should vote; that such modern
conservatives as James Buchanan and Gordon
- Tullock should design a constitutional structure
that would make the redistributive measures of
the welfare state nearly impossible.

Politicians, whose success depends on how
well they know and can manipulate the rules of
politics, are no purer than philosophers. The
crucial facts about Afro-American and woman
suffrage—why blacks won the vote so soon after
seven-eighths of them were emancipated, why
they were disfranchised around the turn of the
century, and why it took so long to pass national
woman suffrage—cannot be understood without
considering the partisan consequences of each
fact.

Why the Federalist and Whig parties con-
tained more antislavery politicians than did the
Democratic; and why the Democrats, northern as
well as southern, disproportionately backed
moves to disfranchise and, more generally, to
discriminate against Afro-Americans have never
been satisfactorily explained. The truth of these
statements, as well as the fact that, during the an-
tebellum period, blacks able to vote generally fa-
vored the party more committed to ending slav-
ery, has long been recognized.

While some hoped or feared that postbellum
southern freedmen—poor, almost universally il-
literate, and, as wage-earning field hands, rent-
ers, or sharecroppers, economically dependent
on white landowners—would vote as their for-
mer masters dictated, Republican politicians cal-

culated otherwise. In any event, the Republicans
had little choice except to rely on the dependent
but, they hoped, willful blacks for support in the
South. For, as Radical Republican leader Thad-
deus Stevens, appealing in 1867 to those party
colleagues less convinced than he of the justice
of black suffrage but who shared his belief that
Republican party control was necessary for the
nation’s safety (or perhaps just their own), re-
marked: “If impartial suffrage is excluded in the
rebel States, then every one of them is sure to
send a solid rebel representative delegation to
Congress, and cast a solid rebel electoral vote.
They, with their kindred copperheads of the
North, would always elect the President and con-
trol Congress.”

There was no time to wait for blacks to gain
sufficient education and property to satisfy the
environmentalist racists’ stringent criteria for
enfranchisement, and little possibility of blacks’
passing the tests unless they could first eliminate
the discriminatory laws and practices that hob-
bled them. In the South, Republicans needed
black votes immediately. Likewise, in the North
the Republicans had to act rapidly to grant black
suffrage in order to stop the Democrats from
using its threatened passage as an effective issue.
Since all reckonings concurred, the astonishing
thing is not the overwhelming Republican sup-
port for the Fifteenth Amendment in 1869-
1870, but, rather, that ordering that solid pha-
lanx took four years.

The enduring southern Democratic opposi-
tion to Negro voting is no more surprising, in the
light of the importance that both common sense
and the rational-choice perspective attribute to
partisan motives than is Republican support for
it or the continuation until well into the twent-
eth century of northern Democratic apologies
for southern election practices. Black voting did
not cease when President Rutherford B. Hayes
in 1877 symbolically sent federal troops in the
South back to their barracks, thereby ending the
national government’s attempt to protect the
rights of black and white Republicans by force
of arms. In the 1880 presidential election a ma-
jority of the black adult males were estimated to
have voted in nine of the eleven ex-Confederate
states, and in all but one of the eleven the blacks
even succeeded in having a majority of their
votes counted for the party of Lincoln.

The physical intimidation of Republicans dis-
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rupted too many delicate social and economic
arrangements for the leaders of society to feel
very comfortable about repeatedly invoking it.
More to the point, it did not always work. Fraud
was more effective. An Alabama Democratic
leader boasted that “‘any time it was necessary
the black belt could put in ten, fifteen, twenty
or thirty thousand negro votes,” while a Vir-
ginia Democrat admitted that elections in his
state were ‘‘crimes against popular government
and treason against liberty.” But obvious bal-
lot-box chicanery handed northern Republicans
and southern oppositionists ready-made cam-
paign themes and invited the GOP, when it
controlled Congress and the presidency, to un-
seat fraudulently elected Democratic congress-
men and to try to pass laws aimed at preventing
corrupt elections.

More effective and permanent were Demo-
cratic moves to change state and local election
laws in ways that diluted southern Republican
political power and discouraged blacks and poor
whites from voting. As soon as they regained ma-
jorities in the state legislatures during the
1870’s, and continuing throughout the 1880,
Democrats drew blatantly gerrymandered leg-
islative and congressional districts, imposed
at-large elections in areas in which blacks were
in the minority, called informal and later legal-
ized white Democratic primaries, passed lengthy
residency and complicated registration require-
ments, adopted provisions that barred from the
ballot box men guilty of minor crimes, and de-
signed multiple ballot box and secret ballot laws
that served as very effective literacy tests. It was
generally later, often after the turn of the centu-
ry, that southern Democrats amended their state
constitutions by adopting the better-known de-
vices: poll taxes, and straightforward literacy and
property qualifications, with ‘“‘grandfather’” and
‘“‘understanding” clause exemptions inserted in
order to win the support of poor whites who
feared, correctly, that the disfranchisement mea-
sures were partially aimed at them. Adminis-
tered, as they were designed to be, with extreme
partisan and racial bias, these legal changes deci-
mated the black electorate, greatly reduced the
number of poor whites who voted, and severely
diminished the chances of anti-Democratic par-
ties, except in isolated pockets of the South, for
generations.

Whereas Republicans and Populists of both

races overwhelmingly opposed these changes,
Democrats sometimes openly avowed their parti-
san purposes. “Upon the adoption of this Con-
stitution whether right or wrong,” a delegate to
his state’s “‘disfranchisement” constitutional
convention stated, “the very salvation and exis-
tence of the Democratic party in Alabama de-
pends.” The framers of potent de facto literacy
tests in Tennessee and Arkansas, in almost iden-
tical words, urged their legislative colleagues to
vote for their bills ““in the interests of the Demo-
cratic party.” While the racial reasons for the
southern suffrage restrictions were doubtless
primary, partisan motives were important, prob-
ably even necessary, for their final passage.
The facts that woman suffrage split the parties
much less cleanly and that, while controversial
and difficult to achieve, it was a much less
deeply divisive issue in American society than
was that of black voting rights, largely account
for the length of the struggle over the adoption
of the Nineteenth, or *‘Anthony,” Amendment,
the absence of any serious attempt to repeal or
legally to undermine it, and the relatively small
impact of women’s votes on the political sys-
tem. Since compatibility of attitudes and of
many social traits is an important factor in mari-
tal choice and stability, since discussions of pol-
itics, like those of other topics, may be lengthier
and generally occur more often in the home
than do dialogues with particular individuals
outside the family, since living together puts a
premium on consensus, and since income in
families is usually pooled, which implies that all
family members share a common interest in
each other’s economic. welfare, adult members
of the same families are quite likely to vote sim-
ilarly. Because both Democratic and Republican
men usually have wives and because the vast
majority of American women, at least until very
recently, have been married during the age pe-
riod when they are likely to participate most
regularly in politics, the division in women’s
votes is likely to parallel quite closely that in the
male electorate. Since, as a consequence of
these obvious facts, neither party had a great
deal either to gain or to lose from woman suf-
frage, neither had much incentive to risk taking
a leading role on an issue that was not strikingly
popular with current male voters. Like the abo-
litionists before the emergence of a credible an-
tislavery political party during the 1850’s, the
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woman suffrage movement had to conduct a
general campaign of education outside the par-
ties.

Ironically, the more this campaign succeeded
and the more women discussed politics and, by
confounding the stereotype of female political
passivity, made clear that the stated excuses for
excluding them from the electorate were non-
sensical, the more likely they were to formulate
precise programs and to gain favorable attention
from governments. The more politically active
they became, in other words, the easier it was to
obtain specific profemale legislation or to elimi-
nate sexually discriminatory laws and, therefore,
the less they needed the vote themselves. By
1887, for instance, thirty-six states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia had enacted statutes giving
women control over their own wages, and others
had followed Mississippi’s 1839 lead in passing
married women'’s property acts. On the other
hand, one of the chief reasons why women lob-
* bied for special protective laws, such as statutes
setting minimum wages and maximum hours for
female employees, was the growth in-the propor-
tion of women working outside the home, a sig-
nificant percentage of whom lived apart from
family units for at least a time. By 1890, women
made up about a sixth of the labor force and
nearly a third of the professionals (mostly
schoolteachers). By 1900, there were over
100,000 female typists and secretaries, over
200,000 female sales clerks, and, in the textile
and clothing industries alone, nearly a million fe-
male factory workers. If independence was a pre-
requisite, and the need for public protection a
rationale for suffrage, an increasing number of
women fulfilled both conditions by the turn of
the century.

The response to changed conditions and to
growingly effective pressure by suffragists was
neither automatic nor uniform. Republicans,
perhaps because of their greater identification
with the prohibitionist cause, supported woman
suffrage more strongly than Democrats did. In
the ten Senate and House roll calls shown in
Table 1, Republicans were more prosuffrage
than Democrats in all except the two votes taken
in 1867; in six of the eight later votes, the differ-
ences were statistically significant at the conven-
tional 5 percent level. The five climactic roll calls
taken during 1918 and 1919, however, showed
majorities of both parties, although much more

TABLE 1
Votes on Woman Suffrage

Party

Significance

For Against  Chi-Square  of Chi-Square

1867—39th Congress, 2d Session, Senate

4 26 5.78 0.016
(13.3%)

5 5
(50.0%)

1867—39th Congress, 2d Session, House

28 72 28.52 <0.001
(28.0%)

19 2
(90.5%)

1887—49th Congress, 2d Session, Senale

16 11 20.04 <0.01
(59.3%)
0 23
(0.0%)

1914—63rd Congress, 2d Session, Senate

21 12 4.22 .04
(63.6%)

14 22
(38.9%)

1915—63rd Congress, 2d Session, House

87 34 48.56 <0.01
(71.9%)

86 170
(33.6%)

1918—65th Congress, 2nd Session, House

163 34 47.21 <0.01
(82.7%)

102 101
(50.2%)

1918—65th Congress, 2d Session, Senate

27 10 2.77 .096
(73.0%)
26 21
(55.3%)
1919—65th Congress, 3d Session, Senate
30 12 1.87 0172
(71.4%)
24 18
(57.1%)
1919—66th Congress, Ist Session, Senate
36 8 7.26 01
(81.8%)
20 17
(54.1%)
1919—66th Congress, 1st Session, House
199 20 53.63 <0.01
(90.9%)
103 70
(59.5%)
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NOTE TO TABLE 1. Including abstainers does
not substantially affect the significance levels of
any of the statistical measures. The Chi-Square
test is one that compares an actual table with one
that is “‘expected” according to certain assump-
tions. In Table 1, for instance, we test whether
the members of each party had the same or dif-
fering views on woman suffrage. A 5 percent
level of significance means that one could expect
to observe a particular result one out of twenty
times in the “sample” even if there were no rela-
tionship in the “population.” Here, the *“sam-
ple” is members of Congress and the “popula-
tion” is party elites or perhaps party identifiers.

disproportionate percentages of Republicans
than of Democrats, in the suffragist ranks. Once
it became clear that the amendment stood a
good chance of passage, pressure on all politi-
cians to be on the winning side mounted; and,
despite the efforts of Alice Paul and the radical
Woman'’s party to hold the Democrats responsi-
ble for delaying the drive for the vote, by 1919
neither party could credibly claim sole responsi-
bility for enfranchising women.

Gratitude to a party that was largely responsi-
ble for enfranchisement and, the other side of
the coin, retribution against the opposition
ceremonialized a marriage ,of blacks to the Re-
publican party that was to last for over sixty
years. A similar set of facts might conceivably
have moved women disproportionately into one
party after 1920. But Republicans lacked a
two-thirds majority, such as they had had when
they passed the Reconstruction measures during
the 1860’s, which might have allowed the GOP
to pass the Anthony Amendment without Demo-
cratic votes; and the Democrats were less ada-
mantly opposed to female suffrage than they
were to Negro voting. Another contingency that
might have produced a “‘gender gap” in politics
would have been a clear-cut difference in atti-
tudes between the sexes on a major issue of na-
tional concern. Yet the two great issues on which
observers purported to find systematic differ-
ences between the sexes, prohibition and war,
were settled, at least in a sense, by the Eigh-
teenth Amendment and the Versailles peace
treaty—just before women nationally got the
vote. Since a majority of men for a variety of rea-
sons took the side of the “dry” (Republican)
party during the 1920’s, women’s votes—
presuming that they were largely antiliquor—

could only add to the Republican majorities. And
it was two decades before American involvement
in a major military conflict became a serious pos-
sibility. Furthermore, since before the Great De-
pression both parties assumed that social and
economic regulations were the business of the
state governments and not the national govern-
ment, neither the Democratic nor the Republi-
can party during the 1920’s took distinctive na-
tional stands on welfare issues that might have
been of special interest to women. Calculations
by political elites, the nearly simultaneous pas-
sage of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amend-
ments and the end of World War 1, and widely
held assumptions about the responsibilities of
different levels of governments combined to en-
sure that woman suffrage did not, as Kraditor has
noted, “significantly alter American voting pat-
terns.”

Those patterns were much more variable in
the twentieth than in the nineteenth century. Fig-
ure 1, which graphs the participation of the po-
tential electorate in presidential contests from
1824 10 1980, reveals three major shifts over the
last century, each of which has given rise to an
important scholarly controversy. The first is the
drastic drop in turnout after 1888 in the South
and the smaller but still significant decrease after
1900 outside the South. The second is the
post-1948 rise in southern voting. The third is
the nonsouthern decline since 1960.

Political scientist V. O. Key, Jr., believed that
disfranchisement laws did not account for the
turn-of-the-century “decimation of the southern
electorate.” Rather, these laws merely “recorded
a fait accompli brought about, or destined to be
brought about, by more fundamental political
processes,” such as the decline in party competi-
tion. When the southern Populists and Republi-
cans ceased to contest elections seriously, many
of their partisans dropped out, which, in turn, re-
duced the incentives for Democratic activists to
cajole their followers into going to the polls.

More recent research has stood Key on his
head. A study of all the southern states and of
all of the restrictions on the suffrage, registra-
tion, and secret ballot laws, as well as the more
often noted literacy tests and poll taxes, shows
that the passage of laws restricting the franchise
in the South nearly always preceded and pro-
duced, rather than followed and resulted from,
deteriorations in party competition. Opposition
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FIGURE 1: VOTING TURNOUT FOR PRESIDENT, BY REGION
NOTE DENOMINATORS = WHITE ADULTS MALES
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party percentages dropped by only an average
of 1 percent in the elections immediately preced-
ing the passage of disfranchisement laws in the
eleven ex-Confederate states, but by 12 percent
in the elections succeeding their passage. Com-
parisons of estimated black and white turnout in
the same sets of elections show black participa-
tion falling by 8 percent in the elections preced-
ing, but by 32 percent in the elections succeed-
ing, the enactments; while white turnout actually
rose by 2 percent before, but declined by 19 per-
cent after the laws went into effect.

These were merely the short-term and pri-
marily the direct effects of the restrictive laws. In
several states the responsibility to pay poll taxes
cumulated from year to year, so that instead of
having to pay a one-to-three-dollar annual fee to
vote, an adult who had abstained from voting in
one quadrennial election, and who might well
never have been assessed for payment in the in-
terim, could confront at the next election an
eight-to-twenty-four-dollar charge—a very sub-
stantial monetary payment in a poor region

i
1900 20 40 60

YEAR

whose economy ran on credit, not cash. As late
as 1960, a one-dollar noncumulative poll tax was
estimated to decrease turnout by 7 percent, and
a literacy test was associated with a 13-16 per-
cent negative difference in participation. Fur-
thermore, the imposition of relatively small pen-
alties for not voting, which has never been tried
in this country but which is not uncommon else-
where, increases turnout rather dramatically.
Turnout in eight countries that penalize nonvot-
ing averaged about 10 percent higher during the
1960’s and 1970’s than in twenty-two democra-
cies that imposed no such penalties.
Moreover, the ‘grandfather” and ‘“‘under-
standing” tests, which allowed whites to escape
having to pass literacy or property qualifications,
were usually temporary. After a few years, new
voters would, in law at least, have to meet a stan-
dard besides that of skin color; and these more
stringent qualifications, combined with genera-
tional replacement, gradually pruned the elec-
torate further. The restrictions also interacted
with depressed party competition to induce even
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more decay in turnout. The erosion of potential
votes for the opposition unremittingly dimin-
ished the incentives of all parties’ activists and
the remaining voters to participate. As it be-
came clearer and clearer with each election that
because of suffrage restrictions one party was
guaranteed victory, both sides lost stomach for
the fight.

Nonsouthern turnout among adult males de-
clined by only 10 percent (from 72 percent in
1900 to 62 percent in 1916), compared to more
than 45 percent in the South (from 63 percent
in 1888 to 17 percent in 1916). Although the
competing hypotheses derive from and closely
resemble those about the South, no one has yet
published a comprehensive study that takes ac-
count of all the legal changes that potentially af-
fected voting participation in even one—much
less in every—northern state. Key’s major schol-
arly legatee, Walter Dean Burnham, in effect
moved the fait accompli thesis north and to the
political left. After 1896, Burnham contended,
Republicans securely controlled the North, and
capitalists securely controlled the GOP. To com-
pete outside the South, the Democrats ceased
trying to co-opt the Populists, as they had in the
1890’s, running, for instance, the extremely con-
servative Alton B. Parker for president in 1904;
both parties acquiesced in an ideological capital-
ist hegemony that allowed large business inter-
ests to develop without significant governmental
challenge and even with considerable state assis-
tance. Offered no alternative except a Socialist
party that had no chance to win a national elec-
tion; lower-class voters dropped out. The hole
in northern voting participation thus repre-
sented the grave of political socialism in Ameri-
ca. Conjoining his class interpretation to other
scholars’ seemingly not very compatible conten-
tions about the ethnic and religious correlates of
nineteenth-century voting, Burnham added that
ethnocultural conflicts over liquor, parochial
schools, and the political recognition of
non-British groups, which had enlivened nine-
teenth-century contests, ceased to divide the
parties cleanly. Lacking class, ethnic, or religious
issues, politics became uninteresting to many
potential voters.

To Burnham’s “behavioralist” thesis, Philip
E. Converse and Jerrold H. Rusk offered an “in-
stitutionalist” alternative. Adopted, at least ac-
cording to Converse and Rusk, not to disfran-

chise voters but merely to diminish corruption,
northern residency and registration statutes had
the unintended consequence of increasing ev-
eryone’s cost of voting, and the laws therefore
cut turnout. So did secret ballot laws. By making
it impossible to tell whether a bribed voter had
carried out his part of the bargain, these laws
curtailed turnout-inflating vote buying. Even in
areas not covered by such laws, local politicos,
Converse guessed, may have dampened corrup-
tion to check potential moves by urban legisla-
tors to apply the restrictions to them.

In the ensuing exchange with Converse and
Rusk and in his subsequent work, Burnham
made a place in his story for alterations in the
rules of the political game, attributing a third to
a half of the decline in participation in certain
northern areas to such legal changes as regis-
tration. Similarly, a more comprehensive exami-
nation of the impact of registration laws by Paul
Kleppner and Stephen C. Baker concluded that
such laws by themselves accounted for 41-44
percent of the 1900-1916 decline in participa-
tion in eleven nonsouthern states. Richard L.
McCormick’s careful case study of New York
state found that registration laws ‘“‘only assisted
a tendency away from voting that lay deeper
than the laws themselves.” He did not seek to
assign a numerical measure to their influence.
Although he noted other legal changes, McCor-
mick did not systematically consider the com-
bined effect of registration statutes with a secret
ballot law, which, he said, Republicans sup-
ported as a literacy test to disfranchise immi-
grant Democrats, or with the impact of a law
scheduling local elections at a different time
than state and national elections; this law, he
suggested, ‘‘may actually have had a greater ef-
fect on voter turnout than did registration re-
quirements.” In New Jersey, John F. Reynolds
has argued that ‘“progressive” reformers’ at-
tacks on the late-nineteenth-century partisan
political culture, as well as their institution of
electoral devices that they self-consciously and
effectively designed to make voting more bur-
densome for those whom they considered “bad
citizens,” combined (in a mixture that he did
not specify precisely) to produce declines in
both party-line voting and turnout. Reflecting
the ideals of “reformers” rather than of corpo-
rate capitalists, as Burnham had earlier seem-
ed to imply, these changes in ethos and law
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discouraged the participation of foreign-born
and lower-class New Jerseyans more than they
did that of the native-born and wealthier ones.

Three closely related and difficult problems
plague these studies. First, since propositions in
social science are only possibly true ceteris paribus
(other things being equal), just what should be
“held constant” in this case? In order to measure
the impact of one factor, such as a change in an
election law, one must somehow determine what
turnout would have been if the factor had not
been present. Is the best guess based on partici-
pation in the previous election, which may some-
how have been anomalous, or on that in several
preceding contests, which because of cohort re-
placement and geographic mobility may have in-
volved a rather different set of electors? If such
electoral stimuli as candidate personalities and
platforms differed before and after a crucial year,
should we expect equal participation in each pe-
riod; and which campaign styles and issue con-
flicts stimulate more (or less) political interest?
Should a switch from campaigns based on ethnic
issues to those fought over middle-class political
and economic ‘‘reform,” for example, be ex-
pected to stimulate more interest or to dull the
voters’ appetites? Should we assume that candi-
date and issue appeals were uniform across the
societies in question; or should we allow for dif-
ferent responses to the personal attractiveness
of candidates and to different policy positions in,
say, urban and rural areas? There are no a priori
answers to such questions; but unless scholars
openly address them, controversies may con-
tinue not because of inherently contradictory re-
sults but because of unexamined or poorly justi-
fied variations in the manipulation of the data.

Second, the two basic research designs for as-
sessing the institutional and behavioral explana-
tions of the early-twentieth-century changes in
turnout have been to compare areas covered and
those not covered by a particular law at the same
time or to contrast behavior in the same place
before and after coverage. In each case it is as-
sumed that the only important institutional
change is the one in that particular law and that
all other shifts in turnout can be chalked up to
behavioral causes. Thus, the glass that holds
30-50 percent of the explanation is viewed as
half empty instead of half full. Rarely do stu-
dents of this period attempt to quantify varia-
tions in behavior directly and to match their ex-

planatory power explicitly against that of the
modifications of the rules. Furthermore, not all
legal changes with potential effects on turnout
are taken into account. If literacy tests or secret
ballot laws, both of which often depress voting
levels, were passed at the same time as registra-
tion laws or poll taxes, then the overall effect of
institutional changes may be evaluated correctly,
but the impacts of particular laws will be con-
founded with each other. Conversely, if legisla-
tures passed different types of statutes at differ-
ent times, then the scholar who concentrates on
one type of law while ignoring others may under-
estimate the overall importance of institutional
factors.

Third, laws may induce behavioral change
among activists, which may, in turn, produce al-
terations in the turnout of the voters. In New
York state, for example, the introduction of the
secret ballot in 1890 made it much more difhcult
to tell whether a man who promised to vote a cer-
tain way in exchange for money or favors kept
his bargain. In an era in which many voters
openly declared their partisan preferences, it was
still possible to bribe an opponent to stay away
from the polls and to determine whether or not
he did. Before 1890 the incentive for corruption-
ists tended to raise vote totals; afterward, to
lower them. A systematic analysis of newspaper
stories on vote-buying in rural New York indi-
cates a dramatic and immediate response to the
change in incentives, which may partially ac-
count for the decline in voting participation.
Thus the dichotomy between institutional and
behavioral factors is in many cases a false one.
They often interact.

Another example of their interaction, as well
as of an institutional factor not previously con-
sidered in the debate, is the depoliticization of
the work force of federal, state, and local govern-
ments. Before the passage of the Pendleton Act
in 1883 most federal employees, especially the
large numbers scattered throughout the country
who handled the mail and collected tariffs and
other taxes, were chosen for their electoral ser-
vice and not for their administrative talents.
Along with state and local government staffs,
they provided the core of the campaign workers
and often, because they were regularly assessed
for monetary contributions, large percentages of
the campaign finances as well. Steady and rela-
tively well-paying jobs provided sufficient incen-
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tives for them to rally the partisan troops. Led
by businessmen, lawyers, journalists, and doc-
tors, the civil service reformers sought to replace
the patronage-dispensing “‘bosses” with people
like themselves and to increase the efficiency of
government offices. If they did not intend turn-
out to decline and businessmen to take over
more of the financing of political campaigns,
these “‘best men,” as they saw themselves, were
clearly not unhappy with those consequences,
and they openly cheered any decline in the hold
of parties on the electorate.

Intended to be suggestive, rather than conclu-
sive, Figure 2 demonstrates the fairly close paral-
lel between the trends in national presidential
election turnout and the proportion of the po-
tential electorate employed by the federal gov-
ernment in nonclassified or patronage jobs. The
trends are particularly close between 1880 and
1912, and the gap from 1920 on is less impres-
sive than is the fact that the trends are in the
same direction and that the New Deal jump in
nonclassified employment roughly parallels the
rise in turnout during the 1930’s.

FIGURE 2 : PRESIDENTIAL TURNOUT AND
"FEDERAL PATRONAGE
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Besides leaning on rakes, WPA workers, as
Republicans charged at the time, may have hus-
tled Democratic votes. (In a pooled Survey Re-
search Center voter sample drawn from the 1960
and 1972 presidential elections, Ashenfelter and
Kelley found that contact with a party worker in-
creased an elector’s probability of voting by
about 10 percent. Whereas voting hardly seems
worthwhile for an elector who perceives an elec-
tion to be close [how much difference can one
vote make?], it is rational for an organization to
pressure its members to boost turnout more in
a tight contest than in an expected landslide.

This implies that the predicted margin in an elec-
tion would have had a greater effect in the nine-
teenth century than in recent times. Even in
1972, government workers in ten states where
patronage is still supposed to play a role in em-
ployment voted at a 9 percent higher rate than
nongovernment workers who had the same
amount of education. The turnout difference be-
tween the two sets of workers in other states was
only 34 percent.) The 1939 Hatch Act aimed to
stop just such political activity by federal work-
ers. Patronage employment was one solution to
the free-rider problem in voting participation. It
should not be surprising that while the preva-
lence of job-seeking campaign canvassers de-
clined and the costs of voting rose—because, for
instance, of the institution of registration re-
quirements—both turnout and the intensity of
party competition dropped.

FIGURE 3: White Turnout in Southern Presidentiol
. Elections aond Gubernotorial Primaries
in the South, 1920-48
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Figure 3 is based on the assumption that no blacks voted
in any election, which was certainly untrue, especially after
1944. Returns were taken from Alexander Heard and Donald
S. Strong.

If the relation between turnout, changes in
laws affecting the electoral system, shifts in par-
ties’ policy positions, and variations in party
competition is still a matter of controversy in the
case of the turn-of-the-century North, it is much
less so for the mid-twentieth-century South. As
Key noted in Southern Politics, the largely unstruc-
tured competition within Democratic primaries
did not stimulate voter interest sufficiently for
most to overcome the legal barriers to the fran-
chise. Figure 3 shows that turnout in gubernato-
rial primaries in the eleven ex-Confederate
states from 1920 to 1948 never exceeded 39 per-
cent of the potential white voters; and, especially
after 1936, it barely exceeded the participation
in the usually lopsided general election contests

1251




SUFFRAGE

for the presidency in the region. In fact, the de-
terminants of (white) southern turnout during
this period did not seem to include party compe-
tition. The percentage of the electorate that
swelled Roosevelt’s 1936 landslide was more
than 25 percent higher than the percentage that
turned out in 1928—which had been the most
competitive presidential election in the South in
half a century.

Administered with a racially uneven hand, the
restrictive laws cut the black vote even more than
the white vote. Figure 4, which plots estimates
of black registration in five Deep South and six
Border South states from 1940 to 1971, shows
a pattern of rapid growth after the invalidation
of the white primary in 1944 and the passage of
the Voting Rights Act in 1965, and smaller in-
creases during other parts of the period. Before
the changes in federal laws in the mid-1960’s,
which banned literacy tests and poll taxes and
brought federal registrars and observers to espe-
cially recalcitrant areas in order to guarantee ra-
cially nondiscriminatory registration and voting,
Border State registration was approximately
double that in the Deep South states. Since 1970,
about five-eighths of the blacks have registered
in each subregion. By 1972, when one controlled
for the effects of age and education, the voting
participation of blacks and whites in the country

as a whole was approximately equal.

FIGURE 4: Growth of Black Registration in the
South, 1940~ 1971
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For the purposes of this graph, the Deep South is defined
as Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Car-
olina, while the Border South is Arkansas, Florida, North
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. The registration
figures are taken from David J. Garrow, Prolest at Selma: Martin
Luther King, Jr., and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (New Haven,
Conn., 1978). The population figures are from the relevant
U.S. Census volumes. The estimates of registration are only

approximate and are no doubt more accurate from 1965 on.
The 1964-1965 drop is probably an artifact of overestimates
in 1964.

With voting came recognition and grudging
respect. Whereas in 1944 South Carolina Senator
“Cotton Ed’”’ Smith had walked out of the Demo-
cratic National Convention to protest that gather-
ing’s decision to let a black minister offer a
prayer, in the 1970’s Atlanta, Birmingham, and
New Orleans elected black mayors, while Hous-
ton and Memphis sent blacks to Congress. In
1980 there were 2,042 black local and state offi-
cials in the eight states in the South for which data
are available. In 1982 George Wallace, who had
served as a regional and national lightning rod
for white racism in the 1960’s and early 1970’s,
won the governorship of Alabama only by carry-
ing the black vote overwhelmingly against a Re-
publican opponent whose racial politics were less
malleable than Wallace’s. The televised image of
Wallace appealing for black votes was no more
striking than that of the entire Mississippi Demo-
cratic establishment lining up to have their pho-
tos snapped with 1982 Delta black congressional
candidate Robert G. Clark, Jr. Although he lost
by 1,200 votes in his effort to become the first
black Mississippian in the U.S. House in a centu-
ry, Clark’s candidacy stimulated enough blacks to
show up at the polls to reelect white Democratic
U.S. Senator John Stennis, the former anti~civil
rights filibusterer, who, along with every other
southern Democratic senator, had voted for the
strengthened 1982 version of the Voting Rights
Act. Although racial bloc voting persisted in
many areas, and at-large multimember districting
schemes and other electoral regulations still pre-
vented blacks from exercising local power in pro-
portion to their percentage of the population, the
erosion of openly expressed white racism in
southern politics would have been perhaps the
most shocking change in the nation’s political life
to some latter-day Rip Van Winkle whose twen-
ty-year nap had begun in the late 1950’s or early
1960’s.

As was the case in the first Reconstruction
after the Civil War, the “Second Reconstruc-
tion” politically emancipated southern whites as
well as blacks. Intense registration drives from
1960 to 1964 lifted black registration in the
eleven ex-Confederate states by 700,000, but ra-
cial reflex registration stimulated two million
more whites to enroll in those states. In the
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eleven ex-Confederate states in 1966, white reg-
istration exceeded that of blacks by 19.1 percent,
but by 1971 by only 6 percent. In 1980 in three
southern states in which data were available,
white registration still exceeded that for blacks
by 13.6 percent. Enforced and induced electoral
lassitude ended for all; party competition re-
turned to the South; and regional participation
rates, as Figure 1 shows, inched toward the na-
tional average. Figure 5 details the demise of the
“Solid South” in the 1952 election and the con-
tinuation of relatively competitive politics, ex-
cept in the McGovern debacle of 1972, there-
after. The bivariate correlation coefhicients
between competition and turnout were 0.70 for
the Deep South and 0.66 for the Border South,
both of which are statistically significant at the
conventional 5 percent level of significance. The
direction of causation, however, is unclear. The
fact that after 1944 blacks began to vote in large
numbers and that they increasingly voted for the
Democratic party undoubtedly drove many
southern whites to vote either Republican or in-
dependent (for Thurmond in 1948 or Wallace in
1968), which produced closer outcomes. There
are too little data to bear the sophisticated statis-
tical models of the connections between compe-
titton and turnout, which theory and popular im-
pressions suggest are appropriate.
FIGURE 8: Increases in Turnout and Party C ition in Presid

Elections in the South, I940-1980
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The loosening of formal restrictions in the

1940’s made it possible for voters, whites and,

in the Border States and in some cities of the

Deep South, many blacks to respond to the in-
creasing competition for their votes. But it took
a further liberalization of those requirements to
raise participation in the five Deep South states
from a third in 1960 to nearly a half after
1968—an increase of about 50 percent in the
electorate normally active in presidential con-
tests. Border State turnout ran about half again
as high as that in the Deep South in the 1940’s,
increased less spectacularly but nonetheless
markedly, and reached a plateau after 1968 at
about the same level as the Deep South’s, nearly
50 percent.

Yet while in the South the active electorate
was growing and competition between political
parties was taking on meaning for the first time
in the twentieth century, in the North the elec-
tors were increasingly passive and their commit-
ments to the political parties increasingly weak.
It seems deeply ironic that in this period turnout
has decreased markedly, attachments to the par-
ties have declined strikingly, and confidence in
the political system and in the possibility of the
average citizen’s having an impact on it has di-
minished appreciably. For electoral restrictions,
not only those in the South but many residency
and registration laws in the North as well, have
been reduced. The selection of candidates has
been democratized through considerable exten-
sion of the primary mode of nomination and
other rules changes. Educational levels, which,
at least in 1972, correlated more highly with vot-
ing participation than all other personal traits,
have risen. Although women used to vote at rates
from 6 percent to 10 percent lower than men, the
stimulus to female assertion provided by the
women’s rights movement, as well as the dying
out of those women who came of age before the
passage of the Nineteenth Amendment—many
of whom apparently felt less comfortable taking
part in politics than later generations of women
did—eliminated the gender gap in turnout by
1972. The scope of government programs, espe-
cially those affecting the poor, has grown, giving
those least likely to vote a larger stake in political
outcomes. Issues on which feelings run
deep—the Vietnam War, race, abortion—have
enlivened debate in the mainstream of politics
and have divided the political parties increas-
ingly cleanly. Voters have been presented with
both stark and subtle choices between pairs of
candidates—wide gaps in 1964, 1972, and per-
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haps 1980, and much narrower ones between the
major competitors in 1968 and 1976; but neither
“choice elections” nor “‘echo elections’ have at-
tracted as high a percentage of the electorate to
the polls as the 1960 contest did. For those vot-
ers who felt their presidential decision sets were
too limited, there were serious independent can-
didacies both on the right (Wallace in 1968) and
on the center-left (Anderson in 1980). In sum,
the political rules have been opened up, educa-
tion has enlarged the percentage of potential
voters who possess the tools to understand and
take part in politics, the outcomes ought to have
mattered more, and the menu of political pro-
grams and personalities has lengthened; yet the
electorate seems increasingly depoliticized, dis-
affected, and, in relation to the political parties,
dealigned.

Political scientists have only recently begun to
seek, and are far from agreeing on, explanations
for these disconnections. Just as historians have
a professional predilection for examining
change, political scientists have a guild bias for
stating their conclusions as timeless generaliza-
tions. Then, too, the prime tool for the postwar
examination of electoral behavior, the sample
survey, is a particularly blunt instrument for ex-
amining turnout. Whether because of unrepre-
sentativeness, the extra stimulus to vote that pre-
election interviews gives them, or deliberate
exaggeration, the subjects in the Michigan Sur-
vey Research Center samples report turnout
rates 14-15 percent higher than the national
norms; those in the much larger Census Bureau
surveys overstate their participation by from 4 to
10 percent. Since, according to Richard Brody,
the level of inflation in reports of turnout grew
by more than 60 percent between 1960 and
1976, since the mix of reasons for the hyperbole
may also have changed, and since, even in any
particular survey, the overestimate may system-
atically infect the relationships between vari-
ables, one hesitates to rely too much in this area
on conclusions drawn from samples.

Putting problems of methodology aside, we
can distinguish three types of explanations for
the recent decline in voting participation. While
some have pointed to structural changes in soci-
ety and in the political system, others have em-
phasized shifts in attitudes, and a third set has
focused on what are known in the trade as
short-term forces. Of the structural alterations,

the most important is a shift in the age composi-
tion of the electorate. Those Americans below
thirty-five or over seventy vote less than the mid-
dle-aged because the young move about more
and are therefore more affected by registration
laws and are likely to feel less a part of their com-
munities; and because they have had less time for
voting to become a habit. Those over seventy
vote less, chiefly because they are more often
physically frail than their middle-aged counter-
parts and because they are, on average, not as
well educated as younger cohorts. About a quar-
ter of the decline in turnout over the past two
decades can be explained solely by the extension
of the vote to eighteen-year-olds, the maturing
of the baby boom generation, and increased lon-
gevity. The compositional explanation, it should
be noted, implies that the decline in turnout is
not the result of some malaise and that it, like
the crisis in Social Security, is temporary and will

recede as the baby boomers gray.

A second factor may well be the growth in
other modes of political participation. While vot-
ing sends only a very generalized message to na-
tional, state, or local capitals, personalized con-
tact greatly specifies the information, may help
in obtaining particularized benefits for individ-
ual voters, and, from the point of view of legisla-
tors, constitutes a relatively noncontroversial,
publicly funded, and effective means of soliciting
votes and of weakening potential opponents.
The well-known recent increase in the provision
of constituency services by U.S. House and Sen-
ate members is reflected in the growth of infla-
tion-adjusted congressional expenditures from
forty-three cents per U.S. inhabitant in fiscal year
1961 to $1.15 in fiscal year 1979; in the mush-
rooming of their personal staffs by 200 percent
from 1957 to 1979, while the total population
was growing by little more than 25 percent; and
in the expansion in the number of pieces of
franked mail per U.S. inhabitant sent out by
congressmen by 60 percent from 1969 to 1976
alone. Thus, personalized contacting overcomes
the free-rider problem and amounts for many to
a more effective means than voting to gain politi-
cal benefits.

Undoubtedly the most ironic explanation for
the decline in participation is that it has resulted
from ‘“democratizing” reforms. Elections are
probably more complex, more decentralized,
and more frequent in America than in any other
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country—and they have gotten more so recently.
City elections, township elections, county elec-
tions, school board and special district elections,
state legislative elections, elections for gover-
nors and other state ofhicers, senators, congress-
men, presidents, primaries for many of these,
local and state referenda, recalls—the allegedly
increasingly “‘apolitical”” American public seems
constantly to be voting on this or that. The coun-
try has one elected official for every 442 people,
and since there is considerable rotation in local
offices, a much higher percentage serves at least
once during his or her lifetime. From 1968 to
1980 the number of states holding presidential
primaries grew from fifteen to thirty-seven. The
proportion of the electorate taking part in cau-
cuses, primaries, and conventions connected
with presidential selection more than doubled
from 1968 to 1976.

If portraits of the American electorate as po-
litically passive and mostly alienated seem over-
drawn, still the large and growing number of di-
verse contests has two effects that may have
reduced turnout in national elections. Since the
necessity to win numerous primaries across the
country requires candidates to attract a large
number of volunteers, and since activists are
much more ideologically extreme than either
“regular” politicians or the masses of voters, the
increased importance of primaries in the presi-
dential nominating process tends to produce
more extreme candidates (Goldwater, McGov-
ern, Reagan) or candidates with fewer ties to the
established powers (Carter). Two of the immod-
erates, Goldwater and McGovern, were widely
perceived to have little chance of winning in the
general election, and the outsiders, McGovern
again and Carter, especially in 1980, were gener-
ally viewed as incompetent; Reagan’s election
was less an endorsement of his positions than a
rejection of Carter’s performance. In any case
many voters, taking their cues from the media
and more conventional politicians and leaders of
such quasi-political groups as labor unions, were
as displeased with their parties’ nominees in
1964, 1972, and 1980 as liberal activists were in
1968 with Hubert Humphrey, who had been
nominated despite his failure to win any major
primary.

Another ‘“‘reform,” the increasing temporal
separation of elections, may also have cut turn-
out. By 1980, two-thirds of the states were hold-

ing elections for state officers in nonpresidential
years, and many of them had shified to off-years
since 1952. As a consequence, a voter’s interest
in one contest or in one level of government no
longer reinforces his or her tendency to vote in
other elections. If he or she has already decided
to gather information on, for instance, the candi-
dates for governor and has decided probably to
appear at the polls, then the marginal cost of col-
lecting knowledge about and pulling the levers
or punching the computerized cards for the rest
of the ticket is considerably reduced. Voters for
whom politics is unfamiliar (the young and immi-
grants), who have more than average difficulty
in learning about politics (the comparatively un-
educated, those whose native language is not En-
glish), or whose special preoccupations leave
them little time or energy to devote to politics
(the working poor, those actively seeking em-
ployment) will be especially adversely affected by
any increases in the marginal costs of voting.

Indeed, as Burnham and others have empha-
sized, class and age differentials in turnout are
much larger in the United States than in certain
European countries, and the gaps have recently
been widening a good deal. What accounts for
this change—to what extent the weakening of
parties makes it more difficult to organize the
have-nots politically, to what extent the decline
in competitiveness for seats in the U.S. House
and popular antipathy to the presidential choices
offered differentially fails to attract lower-class
persons to the polls, and to what extent varia-
tions in turnout by class are more properly at-
tributable to other personal traits, such as educa-
tion—is not so clear. One fact is apparent. The
last time there appears to have been a marked
increase in the turnout of the disadvantaged out-
side the South, the attraction appears to have
been two controversial Democrats with solidly
liberal records, Alfred E. Smith and Franklin D.
Roosevelt. Perhaps all the lower class needs is
a depression and a good mainstream liberal can-
didate.

Spurning social-structural and political ratio-
nales, some political scientists have turned to so-
cial psychology, finding evanescent or perhaps
permanent shifts in attitudes toward parties and
the political system responsible for the turnout
slide. Since 1952, the Survey Research Center
has been placing voters ona seven-point partisan
scale from ‘“strong” and “weak” Republicans

1255




SUFFRAGE

through three shades of independents to
“strong”’ and “‘weak” Democrats. Through 1976
the proportion identifying fervently with one of
the major parties dropped by 11 percent, the in-
dependent categories picking up the slack. Since
those who declare themselves less attracted to
the parties are less likely to vote for president,
arise in independence leads to a decline in turn-
out. In this formulation, party identification is as-
sumed both to be long-lasting and to have been
formed prior to vote intention. A voter who, for
example, decides which candidate he favors and
then picks his party to match would violate the
model’s premises. Abramson and Aldrich de-
clare that a seventh of the turnout decline from
1964 to 1980 among those whites who actually
voted—and more among those who claimed to
have voted—can be accounted for by the disloca-
tion of partisan identification alone.

Another attitudinal factor associated with the
turnout drop is a decline in the voters’ “sense of
political efficacy.” Interestingly, those surveyed
showed no general decline from 1952 to 1976
in their belief that it is the citizen’s duty to vote
or in interest in the campaigns, or a rise in the
belief that politics is too complicated for the av-
erage voter to understand. But the proportion
who disagree with the statement that “public of-
ficials don’t care much what people think” has
fallen from 75 percent in 1960 to only 46 percent
in 1976. An index of “external political efficacy”
composed of answers to this and a related ques-
tion explains a fifth of the decline from 1964 to
1980 of actual (and more, of reported) turnout
among white respondents to the Michigan sur-
veys. People who become convinced that officials
disregard the public have less incentive to vote.
Together the decrease in the proportion of
strong partisans and the fall in the sense of exter-
nal efficacy explains about 35 percent of the de-
cline in actual turnout and about 70 percent of
that in reported turnout among white survey re-
spondents since 1964.

Because proponents of this so-called Michi-
gan model believe that the strength of partisan
loyalties and the sense of efficacy are closely as-
sociated with the degree of enduring attachment
to and tendency to participate in the political sys-
tem, rather than representing a transient orien-
tation toward the current candidates, they assert
that a decrease in party identification reduces the
“core” of reliable participants and increases the

proportion of those who are only “peripherally”
involved. In Participation in America, however,
Verba and Nie argue that the degree of political
involvement varies markedly over the typical in-
dividual’s lifetime. One may, for instance, be
drawn into the campaign of a friend or be stimu-
lated to participate by a particular issue, yet drop
out later. And different persons may concentrate
on different facets or levels of government.
These observations cast doubt on the notion of
an unchanging core of voting participants. It is
possible, nevertheless, that the proportion who
ever become active, who might constitute a
“quasi-core,” has recently been reduced. If this
conjecture is correct, and if the reduction of the
core or quasi-core of voters is a product of un-
specified fundamental or long-term forces, then
instability and the reduction in turnout will be
permanent features of the American political sys-
tem for some time. As Burnham has put it, we
are facing a “‘long-term paralysis of democracy.”

But more optimistic conclusions are consis-
tent with much of the same available evidence.
After all, there are four possible combinations of
causes and effects, not merely the pessimistic
one of fundamental transformations whose im-
pact persists. Long-term causes may produce
short-term results; special circumstances may
give rise to transient conditions; or ephemera
could conceivably induce lasting change. Exam-
ples of the first of these permutations have al-
ready been discussed. Besides the probably im-
permanent effect of the shift in the electorate’s
age composition, the connection between the
growth of primaries and the nomination of un-
conventional candidates might fall in this catego-
ry. The proportion of the electors who say they
care about the election outcome (presumably be-
cause they prefer one candidate to the other) has
dropped off markedly since 1952; this deteriora-
tion tracks that in turnout quite closely. If party
activists tire of losing and if the rules that have
worked to the advantage of candidates who
could more easily be nominated than elected are
altered, then the electorate may obtain a series
of candidates more to its liking. The enthusiasm
of voters, although perhaps not that of the activ-
ists, may rise once again.

The period since 1960 also contains enough
special circumstances to account for nearly any
political phenomenon. The assassinations of two
Kennedys at times when both were popular and
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very likely to be nominated by the Democratic
party; the profound dislocations caused by the
most sustained attack on racism in American his-
tory; the travail of the country’s least popular
and least successful war since 1815 and its lon-
gest war ever; the deliberate subterfuge of presi-
dents and their advisers about Indochina and
Watergate and their later open defiance of large
segments of informed and intense public senti-
ment; and the two huge spurts in energy prices
and the extreme economic consequences of the
OPEC cartel’s actions—no era of American his-
tory can match this one for a series of wrenching
shocks to the national political consciousness.
Unlike other upheavals, such as the Civil War or
the Great Depression, the political victims were
not all on one side this time. No new stable con-
sensus could easily form. Most obviously, the
disgrace of a conservative Republican president,
Nixon, closely followed that of a liberal Demo-
crat, Johnson.

It is hardly to be wondered at that party loyal-
ties have been shaken, that politics has seemed
less predictable, less controllable by either lead-
ers or followers, that as officials have cynically at-
tempted to manipulate or mislead the public, the
voters have begun to view their masters as unre-
sponsive. If this admittedly speculative line of
reasoning is valid, the relevant questions are
whether our statesmen will renew the John-
son-Nixon level of misbehavior; whether assas-
sins will prove poor shots, sheiks, reasonable
men, and economists, better forecasters; and
how resilient the voters will be as times become
less turbulent—if they do. As to resiliency, the
1982 recovery from the apparent off-year turn-
out trough of 1978 should serve at least as a cau-
tion to the pessimists, if not as a signal of the end
of the recent recession in political participation.
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oy, 1760-1860 (Princeton, N.J., 1960).

Suffrage regulations before the Civil War were set primar-
ily by the states. On these, two good introductions are the
state constitutional convention debates edited by Merrill D.
Peterson in Democracy, Liberty, and Property (Indianapolis, Ind.,
1966), and the commentary in Donald S. Lutz’s Popular Con-
sent and Popular Control: Whig Political Theory in the Early State
Constitutions (Baton Rouge, La., 1980). The Dorr episode is
disentangled in George M. Dennison’s The Dorr War: Republi-
canism on Trial, 1831-1861 (Lexington, Ky., 1976).

On black suffrage, careful information-gathering is
marred by an easily criticized thesis in William Gillette’s The
Right to Vote: Politics and the Passage of the Fifteenth Amendment
(Baltimore, Md., 1965). Many of the other issues are treated
in my book, The Shaping of Southern Politics: Suffrage Restriction
and the Establishment of the One-Party South, 1880-1910 (New
Haven, Conn., 1974), from which many of the statistics in the
foregoing article are drawn.

Woman suffrage is both an often- and an under-studied
topic. The basic issues and interpretations are set out in Elea-
nor Flexner, Century of Struggle: The Woman's Rights Movement
in the United States (New York, 1972). Aileen S. Kraditor’s The
Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890-1920 (New York,
1965) indicts the twentieth-century suffragists for illiberal-
ism, but these tendencies were present from the late 1860’s.
Ellen Carol DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an
Independent Women's Suffrage Movement in America, 1848-1869
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1978), is the standard work on the early split
in the suffrage movement, and Anne F. and Andrew M.
Scott’s One Half the People: The Fight for Woman Suffrage (Phila-
delphia, Pa., 1975) is a good brief overview. Carl N. Degler
argues, implausibly, I think, that most women didn’t really
want the vote, in At Odds: Women and the Family in America from
the Revolution to the Present (New York, 1980). David Morgan
accepts at face value the racist excuses offered by southern
Democrats for opposing female voting in Suffragists and Demo-
crats: The Politics of Woman Suffrage in America (East Lansing,
Mich., 1972), and Ross Evans Paulson puts suffrage through
formalist sociological traces in Woman’s Suffrage and Prohibi-
tion: A Comparative Study of Equality and Social Control (Glen-
view, Ill., 1973). The successful final lobbying effort for the
Anthony Amendment and other feminist reforms, as well as
the closely following disappointments of the social feminist
movement, are treated in William L. O’Neill’s Everyone Was
Brave: A History of Feminism in America (Chicago, 1969) and
Christine Lunardini’s “From Equal Suffrage to Equal Rights:
The National Woman’s Party, 1913-1923" (Ph.D. thesis,
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Princeton University, 1981). Yet most of the numerous state
referenda and the efforts, mostly unsuccessful but many
nearly victorious, to pressure state legislatures and constitu-
tional conventions into banning sexist voting discrimination
have barely been studied, and it seems to me quite likely that
investigation of them might significantly alter currently ac-
cepted interpretations. Historians of women have deserted
political history too soon and too uniformly.

The decline in northern turnout around the turn of this
century has been analyzed in detail, although, as pointed out
above, not entirely convincingly, by several scholars. Paul
Kleppner, Who Voted? The Dynamics of Electoral Turnout,
1870-1980 (New York, 1982), attributes that decrease more
10 behavioral than institutional factors, as does Walter Dean
Burnham, The Current Crisis in American Politics (New York,
1982), both of which also usefully treat changes in voting par-
ticipation through 1980. Their chief institutionalist critics are
Philip E. Converse, “Change in the American Electorate,”
in Angus Campbell and Converse, The Human Meaning of So-
cial Change (New York, 1972), and Converse’s and Jerrold
Rusk’s comments on a Burnham paper in American Political
Science Review, 68 (1974). Richard L. McCormick’s From Re-
alignment to Reform: Political Change in New York State,
1893-1910 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1981) and John Francis Reynolds’
“Testing Democracy: Electoral Participation and Progressive
Reform in New Jersey, 1888-1919” (Ph.D. thesis, Rutgers
University, 1980) tend to blend both perspectives, as, more
explicitly, do Gary W. Cox and J. Morgan Kousser, “Turnout
and Rural Corruption: New York as a Test Case,” American
Journal of Political Science, 25 (1981).

Post—World War I patterns of voting and nonvoting are
the subject of very numerous works by political scientists.
Of the cross-sectional studies, the most ambitious are Sid-
ney Verba and Norman H. Nie, Participation in America: Politi-
cal Democracy and Social Equality (New York, 1972), and Ray-
mond E. Wolfinger and Steven J. Rosenstone, Who Votes?
(New Haven, Conn., 1980). A convenient catalogue of find-
ings is presented in Lester W. Milbrath and M. L. Goel, Po-
litical Participation: How and Why Do People Get Involved in Poli-
tics? (Chicago, 1977). Two rational choice models of the
decision of whether or not to vote are set forth and, to an
extent, tested, in William H. Riker and Peter C. Ordeshook,
“A Theory of the Calculus of Voting,” American Political Sci-

ence Review, 62 (1968); and John H. Aldrich, “Some Prob-
lems in Testing Two Rational Models of Participation,”
American Journal of Political Science, 20 (1976). A good non-
technical introduction to the rational choice literature in
political science is Brian Barry and Russell Hardin, eds.,
Rational Man and Irrational Society? (Beverly Hills, Calif.,
1982). Many of the best articles on the 1960-1980 decline
in northern turnout are collected in a symposium issue of
American Politics Quarterly, 9 (1981). The most important ar-
ticles not contained there include Richard A. Brody, “The
Puzzle of Political Participation in America” and Austin
Ranney, “The Political Parties: Reform and Decline,” both
in Anthony King, ed., The New American Political System
(Washington, D.C., 1978); Richard Jensen, *“The Last Party
System: Decay of Consensus, 1932-1980,” in Paul Klepp-
ner, ed., The Evolution of American Electoral Systems (Westport,
Conn., 1981); Robert S. Erikson, “Why Do People Vote?
Because They Are Registered,” American Politics Quarterly, 9
(1981); Stephen D. Shaffer, “A Multivariate Explanation of
Decreasing Turnout in Presidential Elections, 1960-1976,"
American Journal of Political Science, 25 (1981); Thomas E.
Cavanagh, ‘“‘Changes in American Voter Turnout,
1964-1976,” Political Science Quarterly, 96 (1981); Paul R.
Abramson and John H. Aldrich, “The Decline of Electoral
Participation in America,” American Political Science Review,
76 (1982). Cross-national perspectives on contemporary
American voting participation are available in Richard
Rose, ed., Electoral Participation: A Comparative Analysis (Bev-
erly Hills, Calif., 1980).

Study of the special case of twentieth-century southern
voting participation begins, of course, with V. O. Key, Jr.,
Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York, 1949). Impor-
tant recent articles on contemporary trends include Paul
Allen Beck, “Partisan Dealignment in the Postwar South,”
American Political Science Review, 71 (1977); and John L. Ham-
mond, “Race and Electoral Mobilization: White Southerners,
1952-1968,” Public Opinion Quarterly 41 (1977). The best
study of the 1965 Voting Rights Actand the thirty-year strug-
gle that led up to it is Steven F. Lawson, Black Ballots: Voting
Rights in the South, 1944-1969 (New York, 1976).

[See also CiviL RIGHTS MOVEMENT; ELECTORAL PROCESSES;
PorrricaL ParTIES; RACE AND RacisM; REPRESENTATION AND
APPORTIONMENT; and WOMEN’S RIGHTS.]
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