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Preface

It is widely assumed that citizens in many countries have become disen-
gaged from the conventional channels of political participation. This book
compares systematic evidence for electoral turnout, party membership, and
civic activism in countries around the world and suggests good reasons to
question popular assumptions of pervasive decline.

Before proceeding to articulate this argument, so that the wary might be
warned before proceeding further, we should note that interpretations of
the contemporary state of political participation can and often do fall into
multiple potential traps.

One is the danger of mythologizing a romantic Golden Age when all the
town hall meetings were packed, all the voting booths were overflowing,
and all the citizens were above average.1 It is all too easy to equate change
with decline. Familiar patterns of our parents’ and grandparents’ genera-
tions are regarded nostalgically as the norm, in a misty-eyed Jimmy Stewart
small-town-America sort of way. But change can simply mean adaptation
to circumstances.

Ethnocentrism is another common danger. The bulk of research on polit-
ical participation originates in America, and it is sometimes assumed that
political fashions are like the export of McDonald’s, Nikes, or Levis, so that
patterns that first emerge in the United States (or even in California) will
probably become evident later among other Western publics. Yet in this
regard, as in many others, as Lipset suggests, there may well be American
exceptionalism. The individualistic values and particular constitutional
structures created at the founding of the United States set a specific cultural
milieu, so that civic ills do not necessarily creep north over the Canadian
border, let alone spread widely like a virus throughout Western political
systems.2 Particular circumstances, particular historical legacies, and par-
ticular institutional structures may block generalized contagions.

Another potential obstacle concerns partial perspectives. Political science
has experienced growing fragmentation and intellectual specialization; as
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Almond pointed out, like Rattigan’s actors, we are increasingly “sitting at
separate tables.”3 As a result, research on older mainstream channels of par-
ticipation, such as elections and political parties, often fails to be integrated
into work on new social movements and transnational policy networks.
Students of political behavior decry eroding party membership, while
elsewhere international relations scholars celebrate the flowering of a cos-
mopolitan civic society. Psephologists mourn half-empty ballot boxes, while
communications scholars herald the rise of internet activism. A wide-
ranging voyage drawing upon multiple subareas and many countries is
needed to develop a more comprehensive and balanced perspective, even if
breadth comes at the inevitable expense of some loss of depth.

Outdated theoretical frameworks are another barrier. We are often
imprisoned by the uncritical inheritance of concepts for studying political
participation arising from the early classics of the 1960s, but as curiously
old-fashioned today as the stump speech, the railway whistle-stop tour, and
the “I Like Ike” campaign button. We need to build on the past and honor
the intellectual foundations that we inherit. Yet overreliance on traditional
frameworks can blind us to modern forms of civic engagement that are
symbolized today by events on the streets of Seattle, Gothenberg, and
Genoa, and the wide repertoire of activities engaged in by environmental-
ists, peace protestors, human rights advocates, and women’s groups. These
dimensions of participation need to be captured, as well as the way that
the more conventional activities of parties and elections function, evolve,
and adapt in transitional and consolidating democracies such as Russia,
Mexico, and South Africa.

Accounts can also exaggerate the value of participation. Viewed through
a Schumpeterian lens, democracy involves three core components: the
existence of widespread political rights and civil liberties such as freedom
of expression and association, party competition in the pursuit of office,
and opportunities for citizens to vote at regular intervals to elect their
leaders. As such, opportunities for participation by all citizens are a neces-
sary but far from sufficient condition for democracy. Multiple institutions
need to be working effectively to channel citizen’s voices into representa-
tive government, and to ensure that the participation is meaningful rather 
than merely symbolic. Nor is greater participation by itself necessarily a
sign of democratization in the absence of other important safeguards; mass
demonstrations on the streets of Iraq, high electoral turnout in Belarus, and
plebiscitary rallies in Pakistan have been utilized to legitimize the rule of
authoritarian regimes and radical antidemocratic factions.

Data limitations are yet another major barrier. Studies of trends in polit-
ical participation are restricted by the availability of longitudinal time-series
aggregate and cross-national survey data. Until recently, this has produced
a systematic bias toward studying postindustrial societies in Western Europe
and the United States. Most series of survey data date back no further than
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the 1970s or 1960s. The number of confounding factors that can compli-
cate the analysis once we start to compare many different regions and types
of states around the world can lead to the familiar difficulty of too many
variables and too few cases (nations). The “most similar” research design,
which focuses on a few countries sharing similar democratic political
systems, cultural histories, and historical legacies, has many well-established
advantages. Qualitative case studies provide richness and depth. Yet this
approach is also limited, particularly in how far those who know only
democracies can ever hope to understand democracies. This is akin to fem-
inist strategies claiming that we can understand gender best by focusing on
women, rather than comparing similarities and differences between the
sexes. In formal terms, the danger is to bias the inferences that can be
drawn. We need to understand the process of democratization, not just for
its own sake, but also because understanding the path traveled by transi-
tional and consolidating democracies generates important insights into
established democracies. The flowering of the third wave of electoral
democracies since the early 1970s, and the wider availability of new sources
of cross-national survey data since the 1980s, help to illuminate how far
we can generalize from the comparative laboratory of older democracies to
patterns evident elsewhere around the world. Recent decades have gener-
ated a flourishing range of regional studies on the transition and consoli-
dation of democracies in Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe, Asia,
and sub-Saharan Africa, which can be integrated and synthesized to help
clarify the broad trajectory of world trends. We can start to “turn proper
names into variables.”4 Globalization has gradually transformed world pol-
itics, but comparative politics has been relatively slow to adapt to the new
reality by becoming more global in its research designs.

Given these multiple difficulties, many wiser heads might have been
deterred from proceeding. Nevertheless, the topic appeared too important,
and the current systematic evidence too flimsy, to allow the conventional
wisdom to occupy center stage unchallenged. My previous books had
circled around issues of political participation, but the time seemed ripe for
a more direct approach.

This book owes many debts, as ever, to friends and colleagues. The idea
for the study originated over lunch with Lew Bateman, whose constant
support at Cambridge University Press has proved invaluable. It received
early encouragement that I should proceed, despite the difficulties, in
conversations with Russ Dalton, Jan Van Deth, Ronald Inglehart, Jane
Mansbridge, David Marsh, Ian McAllister, Joseph Nye, Robert Putnam,
Ben Reilly, Marian Sawer, Sidney Verba, and Paul Whiteley. The book got
under way during a visit to the Research School of the Social Sciences at
the Australian National University, and I would like to thank colleagues
there, especially Ian McAllister and Marian Sawer, for their generous and
congenial hospitality. I am also most grateful to all those who went out of
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their way to provide feedback on initial ideas, or to read through draft
chapters and provide chapter-and-verse comments, including Andre Blais,
Ivor Crewe, Mark Franklin, Michael Lewis-Beck, Peter Mair, and Susan
Scarrow. The first section, on turnout, would not have been possible
without the data kindly provided by International IDEA in Stockholm, espe-
cially the help of Bengt Sond-Saverland and Maria Gratschew. Subsequent
analysis was heavily dependent on the World Values Study, and I owe a
large debt of gratitude to the principal investigator, Ron Inglehart, for col-
lecting and sharing this invaluable data set. Data and literature for specific
chapters were collected by research assistants at the John F. Kennedy School
of Government, including Josh Good, Rob Hanna, Sarah Herrup, and
Andrea Stephanous. I would like to thank the panel discussants and col-
leagues who commented as draft papers were presented at professional
meetings, including the Midwest Political Science Association in Chicago,
the Political Studies Association of the UK, the European Consortium of
Political Research, and the ESF Conference on Social Capital at Exeter
University, as well as at the University of Oslo, the University of Orebro,
and the Universidad Internacional Mendez Pelayo in Santander. Lastly, this
book would not have been possible without the encouragement and stim-
ulation provided by many colleagues and students at the Joan Shorenstein
Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy and the John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University.

Cambridge, Mass.
November 2001
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1

The Decline and Fall of Political Activism?

The conventional wisdom suggests that in the late twentieth century many
postindustrial societies experienced a tidal wave of citizen withdrawal from
the traditional channels of political participation. Symptoms of this malady
include sagging electoral turnout, rising antiparty sentiment, and the decay
of civic organizations. Concern about these issues has been expressed in
public speeches, leader columns, and academic studies. These voices are
heard most commonly in the United States, but similar echoes resonate in
many other democracies. But are these fears justified? This book is the last
of a trilogy considering related facets of this phenomenon. The first, A
Virtuous Circle, developed a critique of the media malaise thesis, demon-
strating that attention to the news media was positively, not negatively,
linked to political participation. Digital Divide explored the potential of 
the internet for civic engagement, and examined how new opportunities
online facilitate a more level playing field for challengers and opposition
movements with technical skills and know-how.

Building upon this foundation, this book suggests reasons to question
and revise popular assumptions of a contagious plague of citizen apathy. In
particular, three core claims are advanced, demonstrated, and defended to
show that the obituary for civic activism is premature.

First, the study documents mixed trends during the second half of 
the twentieth century in electoral turnout, party membership, and volun-
tary associations, not a steady secular erosion. Chapters will demonstrate
that voting participation has been stable in established democracies during
the postwar era, not in free fall, while by contrast growing literacy, educa-
tion, and wealth in developing societies have generated rising turnout. Offi-
cial estimates confirm that party membership has ebbed since the early
1980s in Western Europe, it is true, but at the same time there has been
growth in newer democracies such as Slovakia and Hungary. Secularization
has shrunk the pool of regular churchgoers in Catholic and Protestant
Europe, and modernization undercuts religious faith. Yet despite the rise of
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the service economy, trade union membership shows a mixed trend across
Europe over the last fifty years, not a consistent slump. Moreover, post-
industrial societies, where traditional agencies have become less popular,
have seen the rise of alternative avenues through protest politics, reinventing
activism. Demonstrations, signing petitions, and consumer boycotts have
become far more common since the mid-1970s. Engagement in new social
movements, exemplified by environmental activism, has flowered in afflu-
ent nations. In sum, indicators point more strongly toward the evolution,
transformation, and reinvention of civic engagement than to its premature
death. The evidence remains more limited than would be desirable in the
best of all possible comparative analyses, but nevertheless it is sufficiently
robust and reliable across different independent indicators to debunk some
common myths.

Second, the book examines survey evidence available for many countries
around the world in the mid-1990s wave of the World Values Study to
analyze who votes, who joins parties, and who belongs to civic organiza-
tions. Conventional explanations of political participation commonly focus
on social inequalities of class, education, age, gender, and ethnicity, as well
as on cultural attitudes such as political interest and confidence. Yet these
factors are insufficient by themselves to explain the marked contrasts in
national levels of political activism. It is also important to take account of
the broader context set by societal modernization, institutional design, and
mobilizing agencies. In particular, the early stages of the modernization
process generate rising levels of human capital (education, literacy, and
wealth) that are strongly related to many dimensions of citizen activism,
although this is a curvilinear pattern that tapers off after a certain point
(thereby solving the so-called puzzle of electoral participation). This
broader context shapes and mediates the impact of social structure and
cultural attitudes on civic engagement.

Lastly, multiple newer channels of civic engagement, mobilization, and
expression are rapidly emerging in postindustrial societies to supplement
traditional modes. Political participation is evolving and diversifying in
terms of the who (the agencies or collective organizations), what (the reper-
toires of actions commonly used for political expression), and where (the
targets that participants seek to influence).1 Admittedly, it is difficult to sub-
stantiate this argument with the limited evidence available. Nevertheless,
this claim seems both important and persuasive. Protest politics did not dis-
appear with afghan bags, patchouli oil, and tie-dyed T-shirts in the sixties;
instead, it has moved from margin to mainstream. New social movements,
transnational policy networks, and internet activism offer alternative
avenues of engagement. The politics of choice appears to be replacing the
politics of loyalties. It follows that studies of political participation focus-
ing exclusively on conventional indicators, such as trends in electoral
turnout in the United States and party membership in Western Europe, may
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seriously misinterpret evidence of an apparent civic slump. Political ener-
gies have diversified and flowed through alternative tributaries, rather than
simply ebbing away.

Before proceeding to articulate these arguments, we need to summarize
the standard textbook case for civic decline, outline the revisionist inter-
pretation presented in this book, and then describe the comparative frame-
work, the main sources of evidence, and the overall plan of the book.

The Case for Civic Decline

There is widespread agreement among varied democratic theorists, ranging
from Jean Jacques Rousseau to James Madison, John Stuart Mill, Robert
Dahl, Benjamin Barber, David Held, and John Dryzak, that mass partici-
pation is the lifeblood of representative democracy, although conceptions
differ sharply over how much civic engagement is either necessary or desir-
able.2 On the one hand, theories of “strong” democracy suggest that citizen
activism is intrinsically valuable. Mill argued that by actively participating
in the civic life, rather than allowing others to make decisions in their own
interest, people learn and grow. In this view, involving the public can make
better citizens, better policies, and better governance. On the other hand,
Schumpeterian democrats believe that the essential role of citizens should
be relatively limited, confined principally to the periodic election of parlia-
mentary representatives, along with the continuous scrutiny of government
actions.3 Nevertheless, even this minimalist view sees voting participation
as one of the essential features of representative government, alongside
many other institutional safeguards.

Opportunities for widespread public engagement in public affairs,
making all voices count in the policy-making process, are not sufficient in
themselves to ensure that representative democracies work effectively. Non-
democratic regimes well understand the symbolic power of legitimating
events, as demonstrated by pro-government rallies organized by the police
and military in Nigeria, plebiscitary elections in one-party predominant
states such as Singapore, Algeria, and Belarus, and anti-American protests
mobilized by ruling elites in Iraq. In elections during the 1990s in
Uzbekistan, Angola, and Equatorial Guinea, all governed by nondemocra-
tic regimes, over 87 percent of voters flocked to the polls.4 By itself, public
participation does not guarantee the workings of representative democracy.
Arguably, it is not even the most pressing challenge facing many transitional
and consolidating democracies. But at least some minimal opportunity for
electoral choice is one of the necessary but not sufficient conditions for
Schumpeterian democracies. Widespread disengagement from civic life is
problematic if political participation functions as a mechanism to hold
elected officials to account, to articulate and express public demands and
grievances, and to train and educate future political leaders. There should
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be concern if lack of participation undermines confidence in the legitimacy
of representative governments, drains the lifeblood from the more fragile
democracies, and reinforces social inequality and the disadvantages facing
poorer groups, women, and ethnic minority populations already at the
margins of power.

The standard view emphasizes a familiar litany of civic ills that are
believed to have undermined the democratic channels traditionally linking
citizens to the state. Elections are the most common way for people to
express their political preferences, and the half-empty ballot box is taken
to be the most common symptom of democratic ill health.5 The idea of rep-
resentative democracy sans parties is unthinkable, yet studies of party orga-
nizations suggest the desertion of grassroots members, at least in Western
Europe, during recent decades.6 An extensive literature on partisan dealign-
ment has established that lifetime loyalties anchoring voters to parties 
have been eroding in many established democracies, contributing to sliding
turnout and producing a more unstable electorate, open to the sway of
short-term forces.7 Political mobilization via traditional agencies and net-
works of civic society, such as unions and churches, appears to be under
threat. Structural accounts emphasize that union membership is hemor-
rhaging due to the decline of jobs in manufacturing industries, changing
class structures, flexible labor markets, and the spread of individualist
values.8 Theories of secularization, deriving originally from Max Weber,
suggest that the public in modern societies has been abandoning church
pews for shopping malls.9 The bonds of belonging to the plethora of
traditional community associations and voluntary organizations may be
becoming more frayed and tattered than in the past.10 Putnam presents the
most extensive battery of evidence documenting anemic civic engagement
in America, displayed in activities as diverse as community meetings, social
networks, and association membership.11 Surveys of public opinion suggest
that growing public cynicism about government and public affairs has
become pervasive in the United States, at least before the events of 9/11,
while citizens have become more critical of the institutions of representa-
tive government in many other established democracies.12

Given the weight of all this accumulating evidence, the conventional per-
spective suggests that traditional political activities that arose and flourished
during the late nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries peaked during the
postwar era and have waned in popularity since. Common activities for 
our parents and grandparents, such as attending party conferences, union
branch meetings, and town hall rallies, may appear as musty, quaint, and
outmoded to the internet generation as the world of eighteenth-century
Parisian political salons, nineteenth-century Yorkshire rotten boroughs, and
early twentieth-century Chicago party machines. The conventional wisdom
has set policy alarm bells ringing from Washington, D.C., to Brussels and
Tokyo, although prognostications differ about “what is to be done,”
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because there is far greater consensus about the diagnosis of the symptoms
than about the cure.13

Elsewhere, there are obvious grounds for greater optimism. The last
quarter of the twentieth century witnessed a dramatic expansion of free
elections worldwide. Countries as diverse as the Czech Republic, Mexico,
and South Africa celebrated a political renaissance. Since the onset of the
“third wave” in 1974, the proportion of states that are at least electoral
democracies has more than doubled, and the number of democratic gov-
ernments in the world has tripled.14 Many hoped that these developments
would deepen and enlarge the opportunities for citizens to become engaged
in public affairs and governance. Yet even here, there remain multiple prob-
lems in civic life. In many states, the establishment of free and fair elections
has not been accompanied by the robust institutionalization of democracy
through more effective party competition, freedom of expression and asso-
ciation, respect for justice and the rule of law, guarantees of human rights,
and government transparency and accountability. Many newer democra-
cies, such as those in the Andean region, have developed the architecture
of competitive electoral institutions but failed to create the supporting foun-
dations of vibrant civic societies, while deep-rooted political mistrust is
apparent throughout Latin America, creating the danger of occasional
reversions to authoritarian rule.15

Countervailing Trends and Forces

Yet despite the conventional wisdom, there are good reasons to question
popular assumptions that civic decline has become pandemic throughout
the older democracies, and that it has failed to flourish and take root in the
stony and uncertain ground of the newer democracies. Not all indicators,
by any means, point toward consistent and steady secular deterioration
across all dimensions of political activism. Instead, after a few minutes’
thought, even the most casual observer of current events will quickly iden-
tify many complex contradictions, crosscurrents, and anomalies. In the U.S.
presidential election of 2000, for example, many commentators deplored
the fact that only half of the American electorate voted, despite the tight-
est presidential contest in forty years, the importance of the outcome, and
the three billion dollars spent on the campaign. Yet a year later, the dra-
matic events of the destruction of the World Trade Center generated a coast-
to-coast outpouring of patriotic displays, from flags to army volunteers, a
flowering of community giving, from an estimated one billion dollars in
charitable donations to lines of volunteers at blood banks, and a massive
resurgence of the news audience.

Similar counterflows are found elsewhere. The UK general election of
June 2001 prompted a pervasive mood of campaign apathy, the lowest
turnout since the First World War, and hemorrhaging party membership,
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generating official government reports on how to improve voter participa-
tion.16 Yet in recent years not all of the British public has been disengaged;
instead, there have been multiple demonstrations, blockades, and direct-
action protests by disparate groups concerned about animal rights, geneti-
cally modified food, road development plans and fuel taxes, the rights of
Muslim citizens, and the state of race relations. Across the Channel, France
has often seen similar outbreaks exemplified by port blockades by fisher-
man, farmers dumping manure on the steps of the French parliament,
violent anti-globalization protests against McDonald’s, and massive anti–Le
Pen rallies. U.S. air strikes on Afghanistan triggered daily street protests
stretching from Jakarta, Nairobi, and Karachi to Belfast, Berlin, and
Boston.

Moreover, protests are not merely symbolic politics; they can have
critical consequences. In Belgrade, an estimated half-million opposition
supporters took to the streets in a general strike demanding the resignation
of President Milosevic, leading to his downfall and eventual trial before an
international court in The Hague. In the Philippines, a peaceful uprising of
people power on the Manila streets – a melange of lawyers and students,
businessmen and middle-class housewives – caused the abrupt ejection 
of President Estrada from power. Similar manifestations disrupted
Argentinian politics following the banking crisis. The young are assumed 
to be politically lethargic. Yet anticapitalist demonstrations among this
generation have rocked summits of world leaders from Seattle to Quebec,
Gothenberg, and Genoa, forcing reconsideration of issues of debt repay-
ment by poorer nations.

The major examples of counterbalancing tendencies come from protest
politics, but in certain circumstances even traditional electoral channels
have proved remarkably popular. In August 2001, for example, East
Timor’s first free elections since independence from Indonesia and Portugal
generated long lines at the polls, and 91 percent of electors voted. In June
1999, 89 percent of South Africans cast a ballot in parliamentary elections.
In 1998, despite violence and intimidation during the campaign, the
Cambodian general election saw lengthy queues at polling stations, 94
percent turnout, and a strong challenge to the governing party.17 Voting
apathy is not universal.

These phenomena may or may not be related. But taking them together,
even the causal observer would acknowledge that the pervasive idea 
that the public has become disengaged from every form of civic life over-
simplifies a far more complex and messy reality. These anecdotal observa-
tions suggest that it is time for a more thorough reexamination of the
systematic evidence, with a mind open to findings running counter to the
conventional view.

To consider these issues, the first aim of this book is to examine the stan-
dard claim of a pervasive, long-term erosion of political activism experi-
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enced in many countries around the world during the postwar era. Although
such a trend is often widely assumed, in fact the evidence of secular decline
often remains scattered and patchy; consistent and reliable longitudinal
trend data is limited; and most previous systematic research has been
restricted to case studies of particular countries, particularly the United
States, and comparative evidence among established democracies in West-
ern Europe, making it hard to generalize more widely. Given these limita-
tions, this study aims to update the analysis and to examine the broader
picture of trends in recent decades where evidence is available across many
nations.

The second major aim of the study is to analyze and explain the varia-
tions in levels of electoral turnout, party membership, and civic activism in
countries around the world today. There are substantial contrasts among
contemporary societies. For example, in national elections held during the
1990s, electoral turnout remained remarkably high (over 85 percent) in
democracies as diverse at Iceland, South Africa, and Uruguay, but it fell
below 50 percent in the United States, Jamaica, and Switzerland.18 As sub-
sequent chapters demonstrate, there are similar cross-national divergencies
in many other common dimensions of civic life, including the membership
of parties, religious organizations, and trade unions, as well as the propen-
sity to protest through demonstrations, strikes, and boycotts. In seeking to
explain these national differences, the book focuses on modernization the-
ories, suggesting that long-term processes of societal and human develop-
ment (including rising levels of literacy, education, and wealth) are driving
patterns of political participation. But rather than adopting a monocausal
theory, the study also explores how far levels of activism are shaped by
political institutions and the structure of the state, mobilizing agencies such
as parties, unions, and churches, social inequalities in resources, and cul-
tural attitudes held by groups and individuals.

Lastly, the conclusion aims to reflect more generally on the nature of
political participation and on whether the standard indicators used to
monitor civic energies are capable of capturing alternative forms of politi-
cal expression and activism through new social movements, transnational
policy networks, and internet channels. If modes are evolving, then politi-
cal science may be in danger of lagging behind. The heart of this book there-
fore explores whether many common dimensions of political participation
have eroded during the late twentieth century, as many assume, analyzes
the reasons for cross-national patterns of civic engagement in many coun-
tries, and considers the consequences for democratic governance.

Comparative Framework

This study seeks to understand these issues by comparing countries around
the globe, maximizing the advantages of the “most different” comparative
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strategy.19 Much existing research on political participation is based upon
the United States, as well as on established Western European and Anglo-
American democracies. Yet it is not clear how far we can generalize more
widely from these particular countries. Patterns of participation that
gradually evolved with the spread of democracies in the mid nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, following the long-term process of industrializa-
tion, are unlikely to be the same as those found in Latin American nations
that have experienced authoritarian regimes and military rule, or in Central
European states that have lived under Communist Party hegemony. If dis-
tinctive historical experiences have made their cultural mark on these
nations, in a path-dependent pattern, they may continue to influence
patterns of political activism today.

Moreover, as the earliest comparative studies have long stressed, politi-
cal systems offer citizens widely different structures of opportunity to
become engaged in their own governance.20 In pluralist societies such as the
United States, for example, voluntary organizations, professional associa-
tions, and community groups commonly mobilize people into politics, with
the church playing a particularly important role.21 In Western Europe, by
contrast, mass-branch party organizations often play a stronger role. And
in many developing societies, such as the Philippines and South Africa,
grassroots social movements draw people into protest politics and direct
action strategies. In short, patterns of activism in both Western Europe and
the United States may prove atypical of the range of transitional and con-
solidating democracies in Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe, Asia
and sub-Saharan Africa.22

Given these considerations, this study follows the well-known concep-
tualization of Przeworski and Teune in adopting the “most different
systems” research design, seeking to maximize contrasts between a wide
range of societies in order to distinguish systematic clusters of characteris-
tics associated with different dimensions of political activism.23 Clearly,
there are some important trade-offs involved in this approach, notably 
the loss of the richness and depth that can come from case-study compar-
ison of a few similar countries within relatively similar regions. A broader
canvas increases the complexity of comparing societies that vary widely 
in terms of cultural legacies, political systems, and democratic traditions.
Yet the strategy of attempting a worldwide comparison, where data is
available, has multiple advantages. Most importantly, the global framework
allows us to examine whether, as theories of societal modernization claim,
patterns of political activism evolve with the shift from traditional rural
societies, with largely illiterate and poor populations, through industrial
economies based on a manufacturing base, with a growing urban working
class, to postindustrial economies based on a large middle-class service
sector.

The approach adopted in this study maximizes the comparison of nations
at many different levels of societal modernization today, including some of
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the most affluent countries in the world (including Sweden, Germany, and
the United States), those characterized by middle-level human development
and transitional economies (typified by such nations as Taiwan, Brazil, and
South Africa), as well as poorer rural societies, such as India and China.
Some states under comparison are governed by authoritarian regimes, while
others have experienced a rapid consolidation of democracy within the last
decade. Today the Czech Republic, Latvia, and Argentina are ranked as
being just as “free” as Western European nations with long traditions of
democracy, such as Belgium, France, and the Netherlands.24 The approach
adopted here follows in the footsteps of Verba, Nie, and Kim’s seminal
seven-nation study published in 1978, which compared participation in
Austria, India, Japan, the Netherlands, Nigeria, the United States, and
Yugoslavia, although the current research benefits from the easier avail-
ability of data and compares many more nations, allowing more reliable
cross-national generalizations.

Classification of Nations

Countries were classified for analysis according to levels of human devel-
opment. The Human Development Index produced annually by the UNDP
provides the standard measure of societal modernization, combining levels
of literacy and education, health, and per capita income. This measure is
widely used, and it has the advantage of providing a broader indicator of
the well-being of a society than simple levels of economic income or finan-
cial wealth. The only alteration made here to the standard UNDP classi-
fication is that nations ranking highest in human development were
subdivided into “postindustrial societies” (the most affluent states around
the world, ranking 1–28, the highest HDI scores in the UNDP index, and
mean per capita GNP of $23,691) and “other highly developed societies”
(ranked 29–46 by the UNDP, with mean per capita GNP of $9,006).
This subdivision was selected as more precise and consistent than the
conventional use of OECD member states to define industrialization, since
a few OECD member states such as Mexico and Turkey have low devel-
opment, although in practice most countries overlap.25

Over the years there have been many attempts to gauge levels of democ-
racy, and the Gastil index measured annually by Freedom House has
become widely accepted as one of the standard measures of democratiza-
tion. Freedom House provides an annual classification of political rights
and civil liberties around the world. For this study, the history of democ-
racy in each nation-state worldwide is classified based on the annual ratings
produced from 1972 to 2000.26 An important distinction is drawn between
thirty-nine older democracies, defined as those with at least twenty years’
continuous experience of democracy (1980–2000) and a current Freedom
House rating of 2.0 or less, and forty-three newer democracies, with less
than twenty years’ experience of democracy and a current Freedom House
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rating of 2.5 or less. Following the Freedom House rankings, other coun-
tries were classified based on the most recent ratings (1999–2000) into semi-
democracies (which are often referred to as “partly free,” “transitional,”
or “consolidating” democracies) and non-democracies (which includes a
wide variety of regimes lacking political rights and civil liberties, including
military-backed dictatorships, authoritarian states, elitist oligarchies, and
ruling monarchies). The Appendix lists the classifications of countries used
throughout the book, based on these measures.

In practice, it remains difficult to disentangle the complex relationships
between human and political development. In the early literature, many
researchers argued that the modernization process was closely related to 
the spread of democratization.27 Figure 1.1 illustrates the strength of this
association in the mid-1970s, and the strong correlation (R = .49) during
this era shows that most countries clustered in a predictable pattern around
the regression line. Even so, there were a few outliers with relatively high
levels of human development and yet restricted political rights and civil lib-
erties, such as the communist governments in Romania and Hungary and
the dictatorial regimes in Spain and Chile, as well as some poorer countries
with democratic governments, such as India, Papua New Guinea, and
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Botswana. Yet this general relationship between democracy and develop-
ment altered significantly in later decades, following the “third wave” rev-
olutions in Central and Eastern Europe, Asia, and Latin America. Figure
1.2 illustrates the nature of this association across all of the nations under
comparison in the late 1990s. The figure shows a greater scatter around the
line, especially among semi-democracies and non-democracies. This associ-
ation has important implications for attempts to disentangle the relation-
ship of human and democratic development, and for the classifications used
in the analysis. All of the older democracies except India are relatively
affluent and modern societies, and almost all of the newer democracies are
also moderately developed societies. Nevertheless, there is a wide distribu-
tion of semi-democracies and non-democracies by level of human develop-
ment, as shown by the stark contrasts between affluent Bahrain, Brunei
Darussalam, and Singapore, on the one hand, and the poorer societies of
Rwanda, Burundi, and Sudan, on the other. As discussed in the next chapter,
the modernization process brings greater education, literacy, and affluence,
which are associated with mass participation in democracy, but outliers
such as India and Singapore illustrate that there can be important excep-
tions to this pattern.
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Sources of Evidence

The study adopts a multimethod research design, drawing upon aggregate
data for 193 independent nation-states derived from many sources, such as
levels of electoral turnout monitored from 1945 to 2000 by the Interna-
tional Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), informa-
tion on membership in trade unions collected by the International Labour
Organization, data on secularization from the World Christian Encyclope-
dia, and so on. Much of the analysis is based on survey data from the three-
wave World Values Study (WVS) of public opinion conducted in almost
seventy societies during the early 1980s, the early 1990s, and the mid-
1990s. Figure 1.3 displays the distribution of the societies that can be com-
pared using just the third wave of the World Values Study, conducted in the
mid-1990s, including fifty-three countries from different global regions at
all levels of human and democratic development. This source provides the
broadest cross-national survey data currently available, including measures
of voting participation, political discussion and interest, social trust, mem-
bership in voluntary organizations and political parties, willingness to
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engage in political protest, and a wide range of values, attitudes, and stan-
dard background variables. Where appropriate, the book also draws on
many other sources of public opinion surveys for time-series and cross-
national data, such as the 1973–6 Political Action survey, the International
Social Survey Program (ISSP) conducted in the mid-1990s, and the fifteen-
nation Eurobarometer (1970–2000).

Plan of the Book

Analytical Framework
Chapter 2 outlines the analytical and conceptual framework for explaining
patterns of political participation, and considers why the process of societal
modernization may have transformed many key dimensions of civic en-
gagement. The discussion is grounded within broader theories of political
participation drawn from classic landmarks in the literature from Almond
and Verba (1963) onward, especially the typology of multidimensional par-
ticipation developed by Verba and Nie (1972) and by Verba, Nie, and Kim
(1978), the research on protest potential developed by Barnes and Kaase
(1979), work on social movements by Tarrow (1992) and others, studies
of transnational advocacy networks by Keck and Dinneck (1998), and the-
ories of social capital following Putnam (2000). The core model outlined
in this chapter combines five factors that can help explain patterns of par-
ticipation: the level of societal modernization in each country, the structure
of the state, the role of mobilizing agencies, the resources that individuals
bring to the process, and the motivation that draws citizens into civic
affairs.

Electoral Turnout
The book then turns to examine electoral turnout as the most common form
of conventional participation, though also one of the least demanding.
Chapter 3 maps national patterns of electoral turnout as a proportion of
the voting-age population (Vote/VAP) worldwide, and compares trends
during the last fifty years, based on the analysis of national election results
from International IDEA. Patterns are compared across traditional, indus-
trialized, and postindustrial societies as well as across different types of
political system, including older and newer democracies, semi-democracies,
and authoritarian regimes. Based on modernization theories, the chapter
explores whether broadly similar trends in turnout are found among nations
at roughly similar levels of human development. The study confirms that
electoral participation dropped in the United States from 1945 to 2000, but
it also shows that, contrary to much popular speculation, there was a sig-
nificant fall in turnout during the same period in only ten other post-
industrial societies (including Australia, Canada, Austria, New Zealand,
Switzerland, and France). Most Western nations show a pattern of 
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stability or trendless fluctuation during the second half of the twentieth
century, while a few, such as Sweden, Greece, and Israel, have seen rising
electoral participation during this era. A modest dip in turnout was expe-
rienced during the 1990s across Western Europe, but this returned levels to
the status quo ante found during the postwar decade. A broader compari-
son of worldwide trends during the second half of the twentieth century
reveals that almost twice as many countries have seen rising as opposed to
falling turnout, with steady gains in many developing societies in Latin
American, such as Mexico, Brazil, and Chile, as well as among smaller
states in the Pacific and Caribbean regions.

Yet even among relatively similar types of society, such as Switzerland
and Sweden, or the United States and the United Kingdom, there remain
substantial contrasts in how many citizens vote. Chapter 4 examines insti-
tutional explanations for these differences. Structural variables can affect
the costs of participation, such as the time and effort required to cast a
ballot, and the anticipated benefits of participating, including the symbolic
and instrumental rewards of voting. Based on a soft version of rational
choice theory, the study assumes that, ceteris paribus, people will be more
likely to vote where costs are low and the benefits are high – for example,
in close parliamentary contests in majoritarian electoral systems, where
even a few votes can determine which party enters government. The chapter
analyzes the role of the direct institutional factors, such as the use of com-
pulsory voting and the facilities for casting a ballot, and indirect institu-
tional variables, including the type of electoral system. The chapter
concludes that, after controlling for levels of human and democratic devel-
opment, political institutions and rules still matter. Voting participation is
maximized in elections using proportional representation, with compact
electoral districts, regular but relatively infrequent national contests, com-
petitive party systems, and presidential contests. Legal rules also count, such
as the year when woman were first enfranchised and the use of literacy
requirements. Moreover, institutions and rules matter more for turnout than
do specific voting facilities, such as the registration process.

Chapter 5 goes on to analyze motivational and resource-based explana-
tions of electoral participation, drawing upon the International Social
Survey Program data in twenty-two nations, to see how far cross-national
patterns of turnout can be accounted for by the role of structure, culture,
and agency. Structure involves the impact of patterns of inequality, includ-
ing the major social cleavages of gender, class, race/ethnicity, and
generation. Culture includes a variety of attitudes, such as support for
democracy, satisfaction with government performance, political interest,
efficacy, and trust, and the strength of partisan loyalties, as well as broader
traditions determined by religious, colonial, and communist legacies.
Agency concerns the way in which social networks such as unions,
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churches, and community associations draw citizens into public life. The
study confirms the importance of all these factors in predicting turnout,
even after controlling for human development and the broader institutional
context.

Political Parties
Part II turns to consider cross-national differences in support for the insti-
tution of political parties, and whether there has been a widespread erosion
of membership and activism. Parties traditionally represent one of the
central organizations linking citizens and the state, and in established
democracies any partisan decline may have significant consequences for
how far citizens can influence governments. Party organizations are com-
pared in the light of debates about the erosion or transformation of party
support.28 Chapter 6 sets out Duverger’s ideal type of mass-branch parties,
where parliamentary leaders rely on a broad base of active members in local
areas, and an even wider circle of loyal voters in the electorate. The study
then examines trends from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s, along with
cross-national patterns of party membership and activism, using the World
Values Study. This survey data is compared against estimates of party mem-
bership derived from official party records in Western democracies. The
results show that patterns of party membership vary considerably cross-
nationally, even within similar types of society and global regions. Rather
than a consistent slump in membership, the evidence suggests a more
complex pattern, with party support growing in some newer democracies,
even if there has been a slump in many Western democracies.

Chapter 7 explains reasons for the cross-national differences in party
membership, establishing that modernization processes, in particular the
spread of electronic media, are important factors driving this process. Party
membership is usually greatest in societies with low diffusion of the broad-
casting media. This suggests that parties make the most effort to mobilize
and retain grassroots activists where traditional face-to-face campaigning
predominates, but that parties face lesser incentives to recruit members
where alternative channels of mass communication allowing them to
connect directly with voters are easily available. Moreover, organizational
networks and political interest are stronger predictors of individual party
membership than the standard social factors such as gender, age, class, and
education.

Social Capital and Civic Society
Part III focuses on debates about the role of civic society, generated by the
work of Putnam and others.29 Chapter 8 considers theories of social capital.
Putnam’s definition has two components: associational activism and social
trust. The study compares alternative measures of belonging to many
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common types of voluntary associations, social clubs, and civic organiza-
tions. The study concludes that social trust, but not associational activism,
is strongly related to levels of human and democratic development.

Chapter 9 examines whether traditional agencies of mobilization, such
as trade unions and religious organizations, have weakened over the years
because of long-term secular and structural trends, and considers how far
these agencies boost levels of political participation. The chapter concludes
that, far from showing a uniform secular trend, union density has varied
substantially in Western Europe during the postwar period, with some
nations experiencing falling membership but others remaining stable, and
yet others managing to recruit new members and boost their rolls. By con-
trast, secularization does receive confirmation from the available data on
church attendance in Western Europe, with a fall found during the last
thirty years in most countries, although from varying levels.

Chapter 10 analyzes new social movements and protest politics, build-
ing upon work on “unconventional” participation by Barnes and Kaase 
and others.30 The study examines where protest activism is most prevalent,
comparing societies by levels of human and political development, and
whether the social background of the protest population has “normalized”
in terms of gender, class, generation, and race/ethnicity. New social move-
ments are exemplified by environmentalism, so countries are compared to
see whether environmental activists are particularly inclined toward protest
politics. The chapter discusses the role of the internet in facilitating trans-
national advocacy networks – concerning such issues as human rights, con-
flict resolution, women’s equality, environmental protection, and trade/debt
– that transcend national borders. The concluding chapter draws together
the major findings of the book and considers their implications for chang-
ing patterns of civic activism, for broader normative theories of democracy,
and for understanding the voice of citizens in the democratization process
worldwide.



The first task is to see whether there has been a systematic weakening of
the channels of electoral, party, and civic activism. The second is to examine
the most plausible explanations to account both for differences among
nations and for trends over time. The most common explanation for long-
term developments in political participation comes from modernization
theories advanced by Daniel Bell, Ronald Inglehart, and Russell Dalton,
among others, suggesting that common social trends – such as rising stan-
dards of living, the growth of the service sector, and expanding educational
opportunities – have swept through postindustrial societies, contributing to
a new style of citizen politics in Western democracies.1 This process is
believed to have increased demands for more active public participation in
the policy-making process through direct action, new social movements,
and protest groups, while weakening deferential loyalties and support for
traditional hierarchical organizations and authorities such as churches,
parties, and traditional interest groups.

By contrast, institutional accounts emphasize the way in which the struc-
ture of the state sets opportunities for participation, exemplified in argu-
ments by Powell and by Jackman that electoral laws, party systems, and
constitutional frameworks help explain differences in voting turnout among
nations.2 Trends in participation can also be accounted for by changes in
the rules of the game, such as the expansion of the franchise and reforms
in campaign spending laws. Agency theories, exemplified by Rosenstone
and Hansen,3 focus on the role of traditional mobilizing organizations in
civic society, notably the ways in which political parties, trade unions, and
religious groups recruit, organize, and engage activists. Putnam’s account,
emphasizing the role of social capital, also falls into this category.4 Lastly,
the civic voluntarism model, developed by Verba and his colleagues,
emphasizes the role of social inequalities in resources such as educational
skills and socioeconomic status, and motivational factors such as political
interest, information, and confidence, in explaining who participates.5
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In the light of these theories, the challenge is to try to sort out the relative
importance of each of these factors. Figure 2.1 illustrates the core analytic
model used in the book.

Societal Modernization

The central claim, and indeed the seductive appeal, of modernization the-
ories is that economic, cultural, and political changes go together in pre-
dictable ways, so that there are broadly similar trajectories, which form
coherent patterns, even if particular circumstances mean that what occurs
in any given society cannot be predicted exactly. Modernization theories
are rooted in the sociological classics of Max Weber and Emile Durkheim.
These accounts became increasingly popular during the late 1950s and early
1960s in much of the literature on socioeconomic development and democ-
ratization, popularized in the work of Seymour Martin Lipset, Daniel
Lerner, W. W. Rostow, Karl Deutsch, and Daniel Bell, among others.6

Lipset’s core thesis was that growing wealth, education, urbanization, and
industrialization were the social foundations for democracy and for mass
participation in the political system.7 This theory subsequently became
unfashionable, in part because democracy failed to take root in many Asian
and Latin American nations that had experienced rapid economic develop-
ment during the 1960s and 1970s, such as Brazil, Chile, the Republic of
Korea, and Taiwan. Critics lambasted the ethnocentric assumptions of
linear “progress” toward a Western model of democracy, as well as the
economic determinism inherent in early, cruder versions of the thesis.8 It
appeared that many of the central tenants of modernization theory – such
as the automatic link assumed between progress toward scientific rational-
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ity and the decline of religiosity – turned out to be rather simplistic, with
counter-secularization trends and religious revivals occurring among con-
servative, orthodox, and traditionalist movements in some postindustrial
societies as diverse as the United States, Israel, and Japan.9

In recent decades, the emergence of “third-wave” democracies has
spurred fresh interest in reexamining the association between socioeco-
nomic development and the process of democratic transition and consoli-
dation. Nonlinear theories of cultural modernization have experienced a
revival in political science, fuelled largely by the work of Ronald Inglehart,10

while Alex Inkeles and Anthony Giddens have offered alternative interpre-
tations about the consequences of modernity in affluent nations.11 “Mod-
ernization” refers to a multitude of systemic-level trends – social, economic,
demographic, and technological – transforming the structure of societies
from rural to industrialized, and from industrialized to postindustrial. In
turn, these developments are believed to exert a decisive influence upon the
process of democratization, including the political attitudes and participa-
tory behavior of citizens.

Modernization theories in the work of Daniel Bell run along the fol-
lowing lines.12 Traditional societies are characterized by subsistence liveli-
hoods largely based on farming, fishing, extraction, and unskilled work,
with low levels of literacy and education, predominately rural populations,
minimum standards of living, and restricted social and geographic mobil-
ity. Citizens in rural societies are strongly rooted to local communities
through ties of “blood and belonging,” including those of kinship, family,
ethnicity, and religion, as well as long-standing cultural bonds. The shift
from traditional to industrialized society concerns the move from agricul-
tural production to heavy manufacturing, from farms to factories, and from
peasants to workers. This phase occurred in Britain during the mid to late
eighteenth century, then spread during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries throughout the Western world. The familiar litany of social
changes that accompanied these economic developments includes:

• The population shift from rural villages to metropolitan conurbations;
• Growing levels of education, literacy, and numeracy with the spread of

basic schooling;
• Occupational specialization and the expansion of working-class

employment based on heavy industry, manufacturing, and processing;
• The rise of the urban bourgeoisie and the decline of landed interests;
• Rising standards of living, increased longevity, and expanding leisure

time;
• The greater availability of the print media, and growing access to movies,

radio, and television;
• The growth of Weberian bureaucratization and reliance on legal-rational

authority in government;
• The development of the early foundations of the welfare state;
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• The shift from extended to nuclear families and the entry of more women
into the paid workforce.13

The early studies suggested that the key stage involved the move from
agricultural processing to industrial production, but the subsequent litera-
ture emphasized that a further distinct stage can be distinguished, as a
nonlinear process, in the rise of advanced industrialized or postindustrial
societies. For Daniel Bell, the critical tipping point was reached when the
majority of workers had moved from manufacturing into the service sector,
producing a far more educated, skilled, and specialized workforce employed
in sectors such as finance and banking, trade, insurance, and leisure, as well
as in science and technology.14 This development is conventionally under-
stood to have started in the most affluent parts of the Western world after
the Second World War, a process that continues to spread and expand. This
stage is fuelled by multiple developments, and the ones most commonly
highlighted include:

• The rise of the professional and managerial occupations in the private
and public sectors;

• Rapid technological and scientific innovation;
• The process of globalization breaking down the barriers of the 

nation-state;
• Economic growth generating an expanded middle class, rising standards

of living, and growing leisure time;
• Increased levels of human capital and cognitive skills generated by wider

access to university education;
• Growing equality of sex roles in the home, family, and workplace, and

the rise of women in the paid labor force;
• The shift in the mass media from broadcasting toward more specialized

narrowcasting in the digital age;
• The growth of immigration across national borders and the rise of

multiculturalism;
• The move from ascribed occupational and social roles given at birth

toward achieved roles derived from formal educational qualifications
and careers;

• Greater social and geographic mobility;
• The diffusion from urban areas to suburban neighborhoods;
• The weakening of the bonds connecting the extended family, and chang-

ing patterns of marriage and divorce;
• The process of secularization weakening religious ties.

There is a broad consensus that common socioeconomic developments
have been sweeping across many societies, although alternative interpreta-
tions continue to dispute the exact timing and the appropriate weight to be
given to different components. There remains considerable controversy,



Theories of Political Activism

however, surrounding the political consequences of these changes, in par-
ticular the impact of human development on democratization and civic
engagement. One difficulty is that the abstract concept of “societal mod-
ernization” encompasses so many different dimensions of social change that
it can be a kind of Rorschach test, where different theorists see whatever
they want to see. Social change contains crosscutting developments, 
some of which could possibly depress activism, while others seem likely to
encourage civic engagement. As Brody points out, there is a puzzle at the
heart of claims about the political impact of human development, since
many of the factors most closely associated with societal modernization
should push electoral turnout upward – rising levels of literacy, education,
leisure, and affluence, the expansion of the professional middle class, and
the movement of women from the home into the paid workforce.15 Growing
levels of human capital, in particular, should plausibly serve to buttress and
strengthen citizen participation: Studies have long established that educa-
tion, and the cognitive skills that it provides, is one of the factors that most
strongly predict individual political activism.16

At the same time, certain other social trends associated with postin-
dustrial societies may tug in the contrary direction – such as individualism,
secularization, and suburbanization. In particular, modernization theories
suggest that long-standing and stable orientations rooted in traditional
habits and affective loyalties are likely to be replaced by more instrumen-
tal motivations, weakening stable links to traditional institutions such as
parties, unions, and churches. The population shift from rural areas and
cities toward more anonymous and atomistic suburbs may have contributed
to the dilution of traditional community associations. Industrialization gen-
erated the trade union movement that organized and mobilized the manual
working class, but economic shifts toward the service sector have shrunk
manufacturing and processing industries in the rust belt – the Detroit auto
production lines, the Ruhr steel mills, the Glasgow shipyards – depleting
the number of blue-collar workers, eviscerating working communities, 
and possibly diluting union membership. Theories of partisan dealignment
argue that, compared to the 1950s and 1960s, contemporary citizens in
postindustrial societies have become less strongly anchored to political
parties, and there is considerable evidence that the bonds of social class
exert a weaker impact on voting choices.17

The claim that secular trends in postindustrial society may have caused
public engagement in civic affairs to flow through alternative channels
remains controversial. Some indicators point in this direction: For example,
the most comprehensive recent survey of political participation in the
United States, by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, reported that the modest
drop in voting turnout since the 1960s has not been accompanied by a
general decrease in political activism; instead, Americans have become more
engaged in contributing money to campaigns and in contacting officials.18

23



24 Introduction

Time devoted to voluntary activities such as attending campaign and party
meetings had been replaced by checkbook contributions to candidates and
causes. Secular social trends can be expected to produce citizens with
improved cognitive and political skills, and with the financial resources and
time that facilitate political engagement. Education and socioeconomic
status, in particular, have long been regarded as among the most significant
determinants of civic engagement. Verba, Nie, and Kim suggest that these
long-term developments in society generate the motivation and resources
for mass political engagement, as citizens become more aware of the 
wider world of politics, as they acquire norms of civic engagement, and 
as they develop the cognitive and organizational skills needed for political
activity.19

Along similar lines, Richard Topf presented one of the most thorough
recent examinations of participation in Western Europe from 1959 to 1990,
and he found that, while electoral turnout had remained stable, forms of
political participation beyond voting had been rising dramatically, espe-
cially among the younger generation of well-educated citizens.20 Topf
concluded that alternative forms of public participation in Western Europe
might have been altering, not simply eroding. Bernhard Wessels compared
sixteen industrialized nations, based on the 1990 WVS, and found a posi-
tive relationship between membership in social and political organizations
and indicators of modernity, such as growing levels of urbanization, edu-
cation, and the size of the service sector.21 Russell Dalton has also suggested
that participation in citizen-initiated and policy-oriented forms of political
participation – including citizen action groups, communal participation,
and direct democracy methods – is increasing, producing new challenges
for the traditional institutions of representative democracy.22 Sidney Tarrow
argues that modern societies have seen a rise in volunteerism and networks
of social activists who often vigorously challenge power holders and polit-
ical authorities, a development that has proved healthy for democratic
states: “Social activism is not dead: it has evolved into a wider variety of
forms.”23

Moreover, Ronald Inglehart has developed the strongest case that social
trends in postindustrial societies have fuelled a revolution in cultural values,
especially among the younger generation of well-education citizens, who
have less interest in the old left-right issues of the economy and greater
concern about the postmaterialist agenda of quality of life issues such as
the environment, gender equality, and human rights. Inglehart suggests that
support for traditional hierarchical and bureaucratic organizations such as
parties and churches has declined, but that the younger generation in afflu-
ent societies has become increasingly active in politics via new social move-
ments and transnational advocacy networks, with a rise during the 1980s
in political interest and discussion, petition signing, and willingness to
demonstrate and engage in boycotts: “As we shall see, though voter turnout
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has stagnated (largely because of weakening political party loyalties),
Western publics have not become apathetic: quite the contrary, in the last
two decades, they have become markedly more likely to engage in elite-
challenging forms of political participation.”24 Yet despite the range of
voices expressing the view that dimensions of public activism are evolving
in postindustrial societies, the evidence supporting the transformationist
case remains far from watertight, and the declinist thesis continues to hold
sway as the conventional wisdom. If the modernization process has altered
patterns and modes of political participation, then we should find parallel
trends evident during the postwar period among similar types of Western
societies. Moreover, if the process of societal modernization has gradually
transformed electoral turnout, party membership, and civic activism, then
this should be evident today in significant contrasts among the traditional,
industrialized, and postindustrial societies compared in this study.

The State Structure

The socioeconomic context, like an inevitable tide sweeping across the
globe, represents one plausible determinant of the dimensions of political
participation, but much comparative research also highlights the impor-
tance of political institutions. The structure of opportunities for civic
engagement within each society may be shaped and influenced by the state
and the constitutional rules of the game, such as the type of majoritarian
or proportional electoral system, the levels of competition and fragmenta-
tion in the party system, and the degree of pluralism or corporatism in the
interest-group system, as well as by overall levels of democratization and
by the existence of political rights and civil liberties. The role of the state
is likely to prove particularly important in explaining differences in patterns
of participation among societies at similar levels of development – for
example, levels of party membership and electoral turnout in Australia,
Britain, and the United States.

The role of the state structure is perhaps most easily illustrated in
accounting for cross-national differences in electoral turnout. Direct factors
most proximate to the act of casting a ballot include the legal regulations
and administrative arrangements within each country, the qualifications 
for citizenship and the franchise, the efficiency of registration and balloting
procedures, the use of compulsory voting laws, the ease of obtaining
absentee and postal ballots, the frequency of electoral contests, the number
of electoral offices and referendum issues on the ballot, whether voting day
is a national holiday, and so on.25 For example, Wolfinger and Rosenstone
concluded that if U.S. registration laws were similar to those common in
Europe, then turnout in American presidential elections would increase by
about 9 percent.26 To these must be added the impact of indirect structural
factors, including many broader constitutional arrangements setting the
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rules of the game. These include factors such as whether the electoral system
is proportional, mixed, or majoritarian; whether the election is presidential
or parliamentary; the type of party system (in terms of the number of elec-
toral and parliamentary parties and their ideological distribution); and the
levels of electoral competition.27 If institutional theories are correct, then
we should find that the structure of the political system plays an important
role in shaping dimensions of mass participation, such as cross-national
levels of turnout, as well as patterns of party activism and association
membership.

The stability of political institutions appears to make this account less
plausible as an explanation of change over time, yet alterations in the
performance of political institutions can offer important insights here. For
example, if party systems gradually become less competitive, because
incumbents build safer majorities in electoral constituencies, then this
provides less incentive for citizens to cast a vote. Minor innovations such
as the adoption of “motor voter” registration in the United States,28 and
the occasional introduction of major constitutional reforms, such as the
switch between majoritarian and proportional electoral systems in the early
1990s in New Zealand, Japan, and Italy, also provide case studies or natural 
“pre- post” experiments monitoring the impact of changes in the rules of
the game on levels of electoral turnout, holding the culture and societal
structure relatively constant.29

Mobilizing Agencies

By contrast, organizational theories give greater weight to the role of agen-
cies and social networks engaged in activating citizens, including parties,
unions, churches, voluntary associations, and the news media.30 Even
within relatively similar groups of countries, such as Anglo-American
majoritarian democracies and consociational political systems in the 
smaller European welfare states, there can be very different levels of group 
mobilization produced by civic organizations. Rosenstone and Hansen
exemplify this approach in the United States: “We trace patterns of political
participation – who participates and when they participate – to the strategic
choices of politicians, political parties, interest groups, and activists. People
participate in politics not so much because of who they are but because of
the political choices and incentives they are offered.”31

Traditional accounts of representative democracy regard political parties
as the main channels linking citizens’ demands to the state,32 and political
scientists such as E. E. Schattschneider have concluded that “modern
democracy is unthinkable save in terms of political parties.”33 Parties can
serve multiple functions at the mass level: simplifying electoral choices, edu-
cating citizens, and mobilizing people to vote, as well as articulating and
aggregating political interests, coordinating activists, recruiting political
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candidates and leaders, organizing parliaments, and allocating government
offices.34 Political parties have long played a vital role in organizing and
mobilizing supporters, encouraging peripheral groups of citizens to turn out
on polling day via “get out the vote” drives, generating volunteers for cam-
paign work such as canvassing and leafleting, providing organizational
skills for members and activists, and facilitating an important channel of
recruitment into elected office.35 Kitschelt argues that this process is likely
to prove particularly important where mass-branch labor and social demo-
cratic parties employ electoral strategies and engage in party activities
designed to encourage working-class participation.36

Moreover, agency-based explanations may provide important insights
into short-term changes in participation, such as changes in levels of elec-
toral turnout affecting established democracies. If the linkage mechanisms
have weakened, so that agencies are no longer so capable of mobilizing
voters, then this could be expected to lead to greater electoral disengage-
ment. Dalton and Wattenberg present clear systematic evidence for the
widespread erosion of partisan identification across postindustrial societies
during the postwar era.37 Weakened long-standing loyalties connecting sup-
porters and parties have been widely regarded as contributing to a wearing
down of electoral participation. Wattenberg’s comparison of nineteen
OECD states demonstrates a 10 percent average fall in turnout from the
1950s to the 1990s, a pattern that he attributes to weakening party mem-
bership and declining partisan loyalties among the general public in estab-
lished democracies.38 Gray and Caul suggest that the strong historic links
between trade unions and the Social Democratic, Labour, and Communist
Parties have been particularly important in encouraging working-class
voters to turn out, and that this process has weakened over the years in
postindustrial societies due to the shrinkage of the manufacturing base, the
decline in union membership, as well as weaker links between unions and
parties of the center-left.39 Along similar lines, the long-term process of
growing secularization and emptying churches may have shrunk the mass
basis of support for Christian Democratic parties in Western Europe.40

Other important agencies believed capable of encouraging political
engagement include community groups, voluntary associations, and social
networks, all of which can help draw neighbors, friends, and workers 
into the political process.41 Most recently, Robert Putnam’s account of the
role of voluntary associations, in studies of both the United States and Italy,
has proved widely influential.42 According to Putnam’s theory of social
capital, all sorts of voluntary associations, community groups, and private
organizations providing face-to-face meetings contribute to a rich and dense
civic network, strengthening community bonds and social trust. Some
organizations may be explicitly directed toward politics, while others are
recreational clubs, ethnic or religious groups, neighborhood organizations,
work-related associations such as professional, business, cooperative, and
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union groups, and so on. The core claim is that the denser the linkages pro-
moted by these heterogeneous organizations, the more “bridging” social
trust will be generated that facilitates cooperative actions in matters of
common concern, acting as a public good that affects even those who do
not participate directly in the networks. Putnam’s work has stimulated a
growing debate about how far the theory of social capital can be applied
to comparable societies beyond the United States, and the evidence from
case studies seems to suggest the existence of varied patterns in Britain,
Japan, Germany, and Spain.43

Pluralist theories give an equally important role to intermediary groups,
with the competition between groups seen as vital to providing checks and
balances in a democracy. Such groups include trade union, business, and
professional associations, welfare and charity organizations, civic and com-
munity groups, and educational, art, and cultural social clubs.44 The term
“interest group” conventionally refers to more formal organizations that
are either focused on particular social groups and economic sectors – such
as trade unions and business and professional associations (the NAACP, the
American Medical Association) – or on more specific issues such as abor-
tion, gun control, and the environment. Often traditional interest groups
have well-established organizational structures and formal membership
rules, and their primary orientation is toward influencing government and
the policy process and providing direct services for members – for example,
trade union negotiations over pay levels in industry, or the provision of
informational networks for professional associations. Some develop an
extensive mass membership base, while others are essentially lobbying
organizations focusing on insider strategies, with little need to maintain a
larger constituency.45 By contrast, new social movements, exemplified by
the civil rights and antinuclear movements of the 1950s, and the counter-
culture environmental and women’s movements of the 1970s, tend to have
more fluid and decentralized organizational structures, more open mem-
bership criteria, and to focus on influencing lifestyles and achieving social
change through direct action and community building as much as by for-
mal decision-making processes.46 Transnational advocacy networks bring
together loose coalitions of these organizations under a common umbrella
organization that crosses national borders. If organizational theories are
correct, and these claims can be generalized across different societies, then
we should be able to establish a significant relationship between the strength
of party, church, unions, and voluntary associations, indicated by levels of
mass membership and/or activism, and levels of electoral turnout, as well
as other indicators of campaign work and civic participation.

The news media may also play an important role as a mobilizing agency.
During the last decade, a rising tide of voices on both sides of the Atlantic
has blamed the news media for growing public disengagement, ignorance
of civic affairs, and mistrust of government. Many, such as Cappella and
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Jamieson, believe that negative news and cynical coverage of campaigns and
policy issues on television has turned American voters away from the elec-
toral process.47 Yet, as argued elsewhere, extensive evidence from a battery
of surveys in Europe and the United States casts strong doubt upon these
claims.48 Instead, contrary to the media malaise hypothesis, use of the news
media has been found to be positively associated with multiple indicators
of political mobilization. People who watch more TV news, read more
newspapers, surf the net, and pay attention to campaigns have consistently
been found to be more knowledgeable, trusting of government, and par-
ticipatory. Far from being yet another case of American “exceptionalism,”
this pattern is found in Western Europe and the United States.49

Social Resources and Cultural Motivation

Even within particular contexts, some individuals are more actively engaged
in public life than others. At the individual level, studies focus upon patterns
of resources that facilitate political action and are at the heart of the civic
voluntarism model.50 It is well established that education is one of the best
predictors of participation, furnishing cognitive skills and civic awareness
that allow citizens to make sense of the political world.51 The central claim
of the widely accepted socioeconomic model is that people with higher 
education, higher income, and higher-status jobs are more active in poli-
tics. The resources of time, money, and civic skills, derived from family,
occupation, and association membership, make it easier for individuals 
who are predisposed to take part to do so. “At home, in school, on the 
job, and in voluntary associations and religious institutions, individuals
acquire resources, receive requests for activity, and develop the political 
orientations that foster participation.”52 Moreover, since resources are
unevenly distributed throughout societies, these factors help to explain dif-
ferences in political participation related to gender, race/ethnicity, age, and
social class.

As well as the skills and resources that facilitate civic engagement, par-
ticipation also requires the motivation to become active in public affairs.
Motivational attitudes may be affective, meaning related to the emotional
sense of civic engagement – for example, if people vote out of a sense of
duty or patriotism – or instrumental, driven more by the anticipated bene-
fits of the activity. Many cultural attitudes and values may shape activism,
including the sense that the citizen can affect the policy process (internal
political efficacy) and political interest, as well as a general orientation of
support for the political system, including belief in democracy as an ideal,
confidence in the core institutions of representative democracy, such as par-
liaments and the courts, and satisfaction with the performance of the gov-
ernment. Ever since The Civic Culture, political cynicism has been regarded
as one plausible reason for declining activism. Since many Americans lost
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faith in government at roughly the same time that the fall in turnout
occurred, these factors were commonly linked by contemporary commen-
tators, who believed that a “crisis of democracy” occurred in Western
nations during the late 1960s and early 1970s.53 In postindustrial nations
elsewhere, declining trust and confidence in government has also fuelled
widespread concern. As Putnam, Pharr, and Dalton summarized the con-
temporary scene, while seeing no grounds to believe in a fundamental crisis
of democracy: “There is substantial evidence of mounting public unhappi-
ness with government and the institutions of representative democracy
throughout the trilateral world.”54

Many are concerned that widespread mistrust of government authorities
in the mainstream culture may foster a public climate that facilitates the
growth of antistate movements and, at the most extreme, the breakdown
of the rule of law and sporadic outbreaks of domestic terrorism by radical
dissidents – whether the bombing of abortion clinics in America, threats of
biological terrorism in Japan, the assassination of elected officials in the
Basque region, violent racist incidents in France and Germany, heated
ethnic/religious conflict in Sri Lanka, or splinter terrorist groups sabotag-
ing the peace process in Northern Ireland and the Middle East. Imported
terrorism, exemplified by the destruction of the World Trade Center, can be
attributed to other causes. Although many suspect that there is a significant
connection between mistrust of authorities and radical challenges to the
legitimacy of the state, it is hard to establish the conditions that foster 
the beliefs and values of extreme antistate groups, since insulated minority
subcultures such as neo-Fascist and anti-Semitic groups can flourish even
in the most tolerant and deeply rooted democratic societies. In terms of
conventional politics, systematic empirical analysis has often failed to
establish a strong connection at the individual level between general feelings
of political trust and conventional forms of participation, such as levels of
electoral turnout in the United States, Britain, Germany, and France.55

Much commentary assumes that if people have little confidence in the core
institutions of representative democracy, such as parliaments and the legal
system, they will be reluctant to participate in the democratic process, pro-
ducing apathy. But it is equally plausible to assume that political alienation
could mobilize citizens, if people were stimulated to express their disaffec-
tion, throw out office-holders, and seek institutional redress.56

Conclusions

Many theories in the literature can help explain cross-national differences
in how and why citizens get involved in public affairs. Rather than relying
on an oversimple monocausal explanation, the challenge is to understand
the relative importance of each of these factors and the interactions among
them. The underlying social and economic forces are entered first in sub-
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sequent models, such as macro levels of human development, measured by
rates of literacy, education, and income (per capita GNP). Aggregate levels
of political rights and civil liberties, and the institutions associated with the
structure of the state, are subsequently analyzed. The strength of mobiliz-
ing organizations is entered next, followed by individual resources and
motivation. Based on this approach, we can start by examining postwar
trends in voting turnout to see whether there is convincing evidence of a
long-term secular slide in electoral participation in industrialized societies,
as many claim, and to monitor patterns of turnout in developing nations
around the globe.
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