Commentary: Turnout

October 9, 2002

As everyone knows by now, Election Day is only a couple weeks away.  At least, I’m hoping everyone knows this; but anymore, I’m not so sure.  Turnout for elections in our nation is miserable, and getting worse.  It’s so bad, that I’m beginning to wonder if substantial portions of our population even know there’s an election on the calendar.


This year is an off year election, meaning that there isn’t a Presidential election which presumably brings more people to the polls.  But even in Presidential election years, turnout barely hits the 50% mark.  That means that we can pretty much rest assured that fewer than 50% of registered voters will show up at the polls on November 5.  And that’s less than half of registered voters, as opposed to adults of voting age.  A big chunk of our citizenry doesn’t even register.  So you do the math: let’s say that candidate X or ballot measure Y passes by a 55-45 margin, which in elections is a relatively wide margin.  Then let’s say that fewer than 50% of registered voters showed up at the polls.  (A sidebar here is that sometimes people show up at the polls, but don’t vote!  Go figure!  You take the time to exercise your democratic privileges, only to not vote?)  But that’s another matter; back to the math.  We’ve got a candidate winning an election with 55% of the vote, but fewer than 50% of the registered voters actually cast their ballots, and still a smaller proportion of all eligible voters showed up at the poll.  So candidate X or ballot measure Y are passed by fewer than 50% of 50%, or a quarter, of the voting age population.  

And that’s on a good day. A school levy election earlier this year in Montana was defeated by fewer than 5% of the electorate.  The district’s schools had to cut staff, close programs and administration all because of a “mandate” handed down by a whopping 5% of the vote.

Now, I admit that I suffer from a duel affliction of hyper-optimism and a strong belief in democracy.  As Winston Churchill said, and I summarize rather poorly: democracy has its flaws, but nothing better has been invented.  

That should be obvious to about 100% of Americans these days.  After September 11, we were reawakened to what makes our nation great.  Right there at the top of the list is our form of government.  Ours is a government of laws, and not of despots.  We the people get to chose our leaders who in turn establish laws and regulations which we approve.  As we read and hear daily, that’s not the case in a lot of places in our world.  

In fact, people in other parts of the world are dying—literally--to obtain the right to vote.  And isn’t that ironic.  People who don’t have the luxury of living in a democratic environment will do nearly anything to attain that luxury, while we Americans, who have the luxury, don’t use it.

So I still can’t figure out why people aren’t incensed at how we squander of such a valuable asset which we all recognize makes us special.  How have we allowed ourselves to become so cynical and complacent?  I have a couple of theories, but essentially they’re cop-outs for rationalizing why we don’t exercise a basic obligation.

Theory One: Cynicism.  We tend to overemphasize scandals, bad news, and other unseemly events on the dark side of the human experience.  I could blame our news media or Hollywood for focusing on malice, greed and other the bad stuff at the expense of the good, but that wouldn’t complete the picture.  That’s because we buy the stuff that the media feed us.

Theory Two: Complacency.  Have our candidates become so milquetoast that many voters don’t see a difference between candidates, and therefore believe that their vote really won’t make any difference in electing candidates who exhibit no differences?  Again, I could blame candidates for this trend toward lack of differentiation.  But, as with cynicism, it is we (or at least 5% of us) who elect these candidates.  And we have trained them to gloss over differences, because as soon as a candidate or an elected official takes a stand, he or she is confronted with any number of myopic, special-interest attacks which make even the strongest-willed officials cringe.

My conclusion is this: every time I try to come up with a theory to explain our miserable voter turnout, I come back to the same point.  Us. We the people.  The voters.  It’s our responsibility to vote.  We can’t blame anyone but ourselves for the position in which we have put ourselves.

As Abraham Lincoln said, our forefathers have died so that we may keep this nation of the people, by the people and for the people.

Let’s resolve to live up to our obligations and responsibilities.  Vote on November 5.
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