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BEYOND SAN FRANCISCO

THE LEFT, THE
DEMOCKATS &
THE FUTURE
ANDREW KOPKIND AND
ALEXANDER COCKBURN

With hardly a backward—or forward—look, the
bulk of the surviving American left has blithely
joined the Democratic Party center, without the
will to inflect debate, the influence to inform
policy or the leverage to share power. The capit-
ulation of the left—a necessarily catchall word,
here covering the spectrum of progressive pol-
itics from old socialism to recent radical ac-
tivism—is almost without precedent. This time
out there is no McCarthy of 1968, no McGovern
of 1972, no Kennedy of 1980; not even a John
Anderson or a Barry Commoner to raise a stand-
ard of dissent or develop an alternative vision
against a Democratic Party whose project is
overwhelmingly conservative in attitude and
action. The excuse for submission is easy to
discern: Anybody But Reagan. But the conse-
quences are likely to be dire, and they are al-
ready taking shape. By accepting the premises
and practices of party unity, the left has negated
the reasons for its own existence.

In the beginning, of course, there was a cer-
tain Somebody within the Democratic fold v/ho
was a candidate not only of principle but of op-
portunity for' the left. Jesse Jackson, and the,
Rainbow Coalition he proposed, represented the
historical base, the organized movement and the
radical program for which the left has been
hunting the last thirty-five years. But . . . no.

J a c k s o n is usually taunted for failing to broaden
Tiis coalition, but when he made personal pitches
to each likely constituency, the invitees almost
invariably declined. Jackson gave an impas-
sioned call for the solidarity of racial and sex-
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Even now that the national ticket is settled, the
Democrats have a lot of decisions to make this
week in San Francisco. What to do about Jesse
Jackson. What to do about the party's rules and
platform. What to do about the current leader-
ship of the Democratic National Committee
(D.N.C.). Overwhelming all those matters, how-
ever, will be one big, obvious, obviously impor-
tant but as yet unanswered question: Given the
collapse of its New Deal coalition and the huge
Republican successes of the past few years, in
what direction will the party decide to move in
the near term, and how will that decision con-
tribute to beating Ronald Reagan in the fall?

Insofar as the question calls for a new elec-
toral strategy, the most widely touted rejoinder
has been provided by Gary Hart and other
neoliberals. Roughly speaking, they suggest
that the Democrats broaden their appeal to af-
fluent voters and sharply narrow their tradition-
al (albeit only feebly kept) commitments to work-
ing people and the poor. Such poor voters, the
argument goes, are so disorganized that they
cannot block such a move and, in any case, have
nowhere else to turn. On the other hand, at least
some of the more affluent—who are overrepre-
sented in the active electorate and whose number
increases daily in America's "hourglass" econ-
omy—are attracted by neoliberal commitments
to free trade, deregulation, entrepreneur-led
economic growth, strategic arms control, "ra-
tionalized" conventional military capabilities,
civil liberties, the environment and other sueh
"middle-class" concerns. Assuming that the
general shape of the electoral universe is fixed,
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power in a coalition as to submerge it, and to withhold sup-
port from a candidate as to endorse him. Good alliances im-
ply clear threats: Gary, Indiana, Mayor Richard Hatcher,
diairman of the Jackson campaign, was recently quoted as

laying, "Better four more years of Reagan than four more
years of disrespect from the Democratic leadership."

The same holds true for the: constituency of women voters
which, like Jackson's somewhat attenuated Rainbow, poses
a major obstacle to Reagan's re-election. As Barbara
Ehrenreich pointed out in a recent article in In These Times:
" [The] gender gap has more to do with the proletarianization
of women than it does with feminist ideology. It is poor
women, and most strikingly, poor, single, working women,
who account for much of the aggregate gap." Ehrenreich
makes the essential point that it is economic issues and not
traditional feminist issues like the Equal Rights Amendment
and abortion that account for the gender gap.

To address the concerns and accommodate the needs of
the female proletarians, a political party and the political
economy itself would have to undergo change considerably
greater than the existential/risso/i engendered by the nomi-
nation of a woman as Vice President. Because NOW asked
only for that gift, there is no reason for Mondale to move
toward the changes that could materially improve the lives
of the mass of women whose votes he expects.

The left has a history of attachment to a political logic
that admits two equally unacceptable alternatives: isolation
in purist parties (activists and intellectuals doomed to life on
the margins of social practice) or total immersion in the belly
of the Democratic beast. Once the left sees that party as
the only possible vehicle, it is trapped in the lesser-of-two-
evils paradox and ends up as a cheering section for the most
reactionary elements in it.

To see a way around the paradox, and escape the logic,
the left need look no further than the Jackson campaign's
project to form a popular coalition of people who need
change most and can be counted on to fight for it hardest.
Rainbowism is certainly the most interesting news in this
political season, and potentially the most wrenching histori-
cal development since the labor struggles of the 1930s. It of-
fers an example of how an alliance of the disenfranchised
can approach the Democratic Party, use it when necessary
and work at some remove wltien that seems propitious. Sym-
bolic of that complex relationship, Jackson's trips to Syria,
Cuba and Nicaragua stand out in high relief against the kind
of foreign policy pronouncements other candidates have
made. Jackson posed himself squarely against the cold war
policies and imperial attitudes that the Democrats have
maintained for years. To take a domestic example of the
achievements of Rainbowism, Lloyd Doggett would not
now be facing Phil Gramm in a momentous Senate race in
Texas had it not been for the efforts of the Jackson coalition

4 in the primaiy campaigns in that state.
But there are other opportunities as well. An election

campaign, it should be stressed, is only one avenue of action
in the process of empowerment. The methods developed
by Ralph Nader, which organize coalitions of consumers at
the point of consumption, aggrieved citizens at the point

of their grievance and workers in the context of their
workplace, make enormous sense for leftist activism. Par-
ties are important but they are not all-important. The
Democratic Party is a vehicle, not the only vehicle. It can be
used for its power and commanding position in the society.

The first test for the left is upon us. The Democratic Na-
tional Convention is in large part prepackaged in the rules,
methods of delegate selection, platform resolutions and kin-
dred politics of the primary season. But the Jackson delega-
tion, together with wild cards in other candidates' hands,
can still insure that radical demands about race, economics,
militarism and gender are heard in San Francisco. They can
do that in the Moscone Center, perhaps, but more imag-
inatively in anterooms and hotel suites.

As the fall campaign begins, the left should remember that
there's more to politics than is suggested by that self-
deprecating formulation of Realpolitik: hold one's nose and
vote for Mondale. Barbarism with a human face is still
preferable to barbarism with a barbaric one, but there are
hundreds of other campaigns, scores of local coalitions in
formation and numerous activist projects which carry
greater weight in an electoral year. Voting for Mondale, the
old in/out on November 6, does not necessitate giving up on
all those activities.

The Democratic call for unity is a guilt trip when party
whips—the ones in the press as well as in power—use it to
extinguish all signs of life on the left side of the universe. It
is not the left's business to shore up the party and cheer on
its candidate every four years. There is a bigger job to do in
creating radical alternatives to dead-center politics—and
that means regarding the Democratic Party without senti-
ment or illusion. D

Registration
(Continued From Front Cover)
the neoliberals hope to ride into Reagan Country and bring
back some voters.

As Hart's victories in the primaries attest, such a strategy
is at least plausible. And for all his criticism of Hart's soul-
lessness, Walter Mondale has made many of the neoliberal
themes central to his own campaign, while remaining
pointedly silent on the need for major initiatives to benefit
more depressed Americans. But whether such maneuverings
will help the Democrats' electoral fortunes remains un-
certain. With such a strategy the Democrats might gain
some wavering Republicans, but they risk losing parts of
their old base to protest and abstention. (Those worries have
clearly animated the D.N.C.'s many discussions with Jesse

Joel Rogers is an assistant professor of political science at
Rutgers University and a regular contributor to The Na-
tion. He is most recently co-author, with Joshua Cohen, of
On Democracy (Penguin) and co-editor, with Thomas
Ferguson, of The Political Economy: Readings in the
Politics and Economics of American Public Policy
(M.E. Sharpe).
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Jackson.) And whatever its strategic viability, neoliberalism
as a set of policy prescriptions has even less to offer the bulk
of the population, as opposed to the active electorate, than
decrepit old liberalism has.

There is, however, a more democratic* Democratic alter-
native. Instead of accepting the boundaries of the electoral
game as fixed, the Democrats could begin to redefine
them. The party could start to mobilize those millions of
Americans—whose sympathies run 2 to 1 Democratic—
who cannot participate in electoral politics because they
are not registered to vote. The key to such a strategy,
straightforwardly enough, is voter registration. This is the
other campaign in 1984. It has already begun, with hun-
dreds of predominantly nonpartisan grass-roots groups and
coalitions launching registration drives among likely Demo-
cratic voters. And if it is encouraged and made part of a vigorous
Democratic campaign, it can beat Ronald Reagan in the fall.

But current registration efforts promise, or threaten, to
do much more besides. If millions of voters join the
Democratic Party, they will not join as mere election fodder
but as people with expectations, interests and demands of
their own. And since many of these potential voters have
views significantly to the left of the party mainstream, the
organized articulation of such demands could help pressure
for a restructuring of the party from within. Knowing that.
Democratic elites have resisted an aggressive widening of the
current registration drive and have thus reduced the party's
chances of defeating Reagan. They seek a controlled mobi-
lization, or none at all.

This, then, is the choice confronting the Democrats in San
Francisco: Play by the established rules or break them;
devise an electoral strategy geared to a shrinking electorate
or assume the risks of mobilization. What hangs in the
balance, quite probably, is not only the outcome of this
year's Presidential race but the basic structure of American
party politics.

But can voter registration
really make a difference in
electoral politics? The num-
bers say it can. Consider
past Presidential elections.

, A shift of 7,000 votes in
1960 would have given Richard Nixon the Presidency eight
years sooner than he got it; a shift of 8,000 would have
denied Jimmy Carter the office in 1976. And even in the
case of Ronald Reagan's "landslide" in 1980, the numbers
are revealing. Despite an overwhelming electoral victory
(489 to 49), Reagan's percentage of the popular vote was
only 50.7, just 0.6 percent greater than Carter's in 1976, and
exactly 10 percent less than Nixon's in 1972. In many states,
Reagan's margin was very thin (see the tallies for Arkansas,
Delaware, Kentucky, Maine, Massachusetts, Mississippi,
South Carolina and Tennessee in the box on page 47), so
small mobilizations of "reliably Democratic" voters
blacks, for example, who vote Democratic at approximately
a 90 percent rate—would have made a big difference. This
was especially evident in the South. In Alabama, Reagan's

margin was 17,642, while the number of unregistered blacks
was 272,390. In Arkansas the comparable figures were,
respectively, 5,123 and 85,383; in Mississippi, 11,808 and
130,910; in North Carolina, 39,383 and 505,711; in SoutJ;
Carolina, 11,456 and 292,000; in Tennessee, 4,710 and''
157,673. Elsewhere, the story was similar. In New York,
Reagan's plurality was 165,459; the number of unregistered
blacks was 893,773. Assuming a 9-to-l Democratic split on
the black vote, if 20 percent of the unregistered black popu-
lation had signed up and voted, 41 electoral votes (in 1984,
alas, it will be only 36) would have been delivered from the
hands of the Reaganauts.

Indeed, if you really like toying with numbers, consider
the scenario for a Democratic landslide (!) recently laid out
by University of Pennsylvania sociologists Fred Block and
Jerry Jacobs. Start with the assumption that the Carter per-
formance in 1980 represents a minimum base for the Demo-
cratic candidate in 1984. Thus, the count begins with the 49
electoral votes Carter garnered from the District of Colum-
bia (3) and from six states: Georgia (12), Hawaii (4),
Maryland (10), Minnesota (10), Rhode Island (4) and
West Virginia (6). Then assume a 75-to-25 Democratic-
Republican split of the votes that went to John Anderson in
1980, the argument being that the major themes that
brought him support, such as environmental concerns and
women's rights, are better echoed by Democrats than Re-
publicans. That throws another 76 electoral votes into the
Democratic column, from states where the Anderson factor
was significant—Arkansas (6), Delaware (3), Maine (4),
Massachusetts (13), New York (36), Vermont (3) and Ten-
nessee (11)—driving the total to 125. Then assume, the ar-
gument here being simply that the gender gap is real and
widening, that despite picking up one-quarter of the Ander-
son votes, Reagan loses two percentage points from his
47 percent share of the women's vote in 1980. That gives ten
more states—Alabama (9), Connecticut (8), Illinois (24),
Kentucky (9), Michigan (20), Mississippi (7), North
Carolina (13), Pennsylvania (25), South Carolina (8) and
Wisconsin (11)—to the Democrats, bringing the total to
259. Then assume a 10 percent increase in black voter turn-
out (hardly a radical assumption, given the events of the last
few months). That delivers Democratic victories in Loui-
siana (10) and Missouri (11), lifting the nominee over the
top. The possibility of a landslide, improbable as it may
seem now, grows if you assume a 20 percent increase in
black turnout. With that the Democrats could win Ohio
(23), Virginia (12) and Oregon (7), pushing their total to
322. At that point Reagan's 1980 victory margins in big
states like California (47), Texas (29) and New Jersey (16)
start looking less impressive. And at that point . . . et
cetera.

The numbers also suggest that registration levels could
make a big difference in this year's Congressional elections.
In 1980, nine of thirty-four Senate races were decided by 2 per-
cent of the vote or less. Republicans won seven of those,
emerging with a 53-47 majority instead of (had they lost all
nine) a 46-54 minority. In 1982, a shift of 1 percent of the
vote in five states—Vermont, Rhode Island, Virginia, Mis-
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souri and Nevada—would have meant a Democratic ma-
jority in the Senate. Overall, between 1980 and 1982 Repub-
licans won fourteen of the seventeen Senate races decided by

percentage points or less. Those figures might be kept in
particularly with a view to the 1986 Senate elections,

when twenty-two Republicans will be up for re-election.
But even in the House, which presents the famous "case of
the vanishing marginals" i[the disappearance of districts
where competition of some sort thrives), most "close" elec-
tions are decided by less tlian 7,000 votes. In many, the
margin is razor thin. A total shift of only 44,000 votes, for
example, would have changed the outcome in twenty House
seats won by Republicans in 1982.

Of course voter registration alone cannot guarantee Dem-
ocratic success. Boring and issueless campaigns like those of
the past can always snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.
What the numbers do suggest is that there are people out
there who can beat the Great Persuader. And even if he
wins in November, the general point still stands: voter
registration can make a huge difference in conventional na-
tional politics. The question is whether enough nonvoters
will be reached.

Certainly there are plenty of them. Throughout most of
the twentieth century the overwhelmingly dominant political
party in the United States has been the "party of non-
voters," and with the exception of an upturn in the 1982
midterm Congressional election, voting participation in na-
tional politics has declined steadily since 1960. In the 1980
election, for example, only 52.6 percent of the voting-age
population participated; about 78 million voting-age Ameri-
cans did not. Ronald Reagan achieved his landslide by
garnering the votes of just under 27 percent of the eligible
electorate,* in a contest in which the number of nonvoters
outnumbered Reagan voters 2 to 1. In the 1982 midterm,
despite an increase in participation over 1978 levels, only
37.7 percent of those eligible voted in House elections;
105 million voting-age Americans did not. This contrasts
markedly with voting participation rates in other capitalist
democracies, which commonly run in excess of 70, 80 or
even 90 percent in national elections.

In any country that claims to be a democracy, low elec-
toral participation is an embarrassment. But the pattern of
participation in the United States is more than that because
those who do vote are not representative of the population
as a whole. The poorer and less educated segments of the
population, clustered in the lower-paying jobs, vote at rates
considerably lower than their upscale cohorts. In the 1980
elections, an estimated 70 percent of Americans with annual
incomes in excess of $25,000 voted, while only 25 percent of
those with annual incomes of less than $10,000 did; 81 per-
cent of those with college degrees cast ballots, while 51 per-
cent of those with only a grammar-school education did. In

•Throughout this article, I follow the convention of identifying the "eligible
electorate" with the Census Bureau's estimate of the resident "voting-age
population" (V.A.P.). This introduces some distortion, as the V.A.P.
includes convicted felons and aliens, who cannot vote, and excludes
Americans living abroad who can. Except for those population sectors with
high alien densities the distortions are minor, and in any case, the V.A.P.
provides the only generally accepted baseline from which to make inter-
temporal comparisons of voting participation.

The 1980 Election at a Glance
The following statistics, compiled with the aid o/The Almanac of Americati
Politics 1984 and Statistical Abstract of the United States 1982-83, indicate
the percentages of the popular vote won by the major candidates, Reagan's
victory margin over Carter (where negative, the margin of Democratic
victory) and the percentage of the voting-age population casting a ballot for
President in the election. The numbers in parentheses in the left-hand column
represent the electoral votes for 19S0 and 1984; where two such numtxrs are
given, the second is the 1984 count.

United States (538)

East (138, 129)

Reagan Carter Anderson
percent percent percent

51 41 7

47 42

Reagan
Margin
(1,000s)

8,420*

970

Turnout
percent

52.6

52.5
Maine (4)
New Hampshire (4)
Vermont (3)
Massachusetts (14,13)
Rhode Island (4)
Connecticut (8)
New York (41, 36)
New Jersey (17, 16)
Pennsylvania (27, 25)
Delaware (3)
Maryland (10)
District of Columbia (3)

Midwest (145, 137)
Ohio (25, 23)
Indiana (13, 12)
Illinois (26, 24)
Michigan (21, 20)
Wisconsin (11)
Minnesota (10)
Iowa (8)
Missouri (12, 11)
Kansas (7)
Nebraska (5)
South Dakota (4, 3)
North Dakota (3)

West (102, 111)

Montana (4)
Idaho (4)
Wyoming (3)
Colorado (7, 8)
New Mexico (4, 5)
Arizona (6, 7)
Utah (4, 5)
Nevada (3, 4)
California (45, 47)
Oregon (6, 7)
Washington (9, 10)
Alaska (3)
Hawaii (4)

South (153, 161)

46
58
44
42
37
48
47
52
50
47
44
13

51
52
56
50
49
48
43
51
51
58
66
61
64

54

57
66
63
55
55
61
73
64
53
48
50
55
43

52

42
28
39
42
48
39
44
39
42
45
47
75

41
41
38
42
42
43
47
39
44
33
26
32
26

34

32
25
28
31
37
28
21
27
36
39
37
27
45

44

10
13
15
15
14
12

8
6
7
8
9

7
6
5
7
7
7
9
9
4
7
7
7
8

9

8
6
7

11
6
9
5
7
9

10
11
7

10

3

18
113
13
4

-43
135
165
400
324

5
-45
-107

2,536
455
412
377
253
107
-81
167
143
241
253

94
115

3,194

89
181
62

284
83

283
316
88

1,441
114
215
44
-6

1,714 •

64.6
57.2
57.8
59.0
58.6
61.0
47.9
54.9
51.9
54.6
50.0
35.5

59.7
55.4
57.7
57.8
59.9
67.2
70.1
63.0
58.7
56.8
56.8
67.6
64.8

51.8

65.1
68.0
53.2
56.0
51.0
44.7
64.6
41.2
49.0
61.5
57.5
57.8
43.6

47.3

West Virginia (6) 45 50 4 -33 52.9
Virginia (12) 53 40 5 238 47.6
North Carolina (13) 49 47 3 39 43.5
South Carolina (8) 49 48 2 12 40.6
Georgia (12) 41 56 2 -237 41.3
Florida (17,21) 56 39 5 628 48.6
Alabama (9) 49 47 1 18 48.8
Mississippi (7) 49 48 1 12 52.0
Tennessee (10, 11) 49 48 2 5 48.8
Kentucky (9) 49 48 2 19 50.0
Arkansas (6) 48 4« 3 5 51.4
Louisiana (10) 51 46 2 85 53.1
Texas (26,29) 55 41 2 630 44.9
Oklahoma (8) 60 35 2 294 52.3

•Because of rounding lo the nearest thousand, the sute figures on Ihe Reagan victory
margin and the regional flgures calculated from them are cumulatively 6.000 votes short
of the national margin.
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the 1982 election, similarly, those with annual family in-
comes under $5,000 voted at less than half the rate of those
with family incomes in excess of $35,000, And a 1983 ABC
poll of Americans who reportedly vote "only rarely" found
that 67 percent considered themselves "working class," and
65 percent had jobs that paid by the hour; while only 30 per-
cent considered themselves "middle class," and only 33 per-
cent were either salaried or self-employed. Such a decisive
class skew in participation has obvious implications for
public policy debate and action.

Solidifying the class skew is America's peculiar system of
voter registration. Here, again in contrast to all other ad-
vanced industrial states, the burden of registration is
borne by the individual (rather than the government),
and a welter of administrative barriers stand between
would-be voters and '̂ he polls. The system is particularly on-
erous for poor and less educated Americans, who are over-
represented in the ranks of the unregistered, and its overall
effect on the shape of the American electoral universe is
enormous. Fully one-third of the potential electorate—by
one common estimate 36 percent, or roughly 60 million—is
not registered. Once they have cleared the registration bar-
rier, however, those in even the most dependent social
groups vote at about an 80 percent rate, at least in Presi-
dential elections. And contrary to conventional wisdom,
which holds that only about 20 percent of new registrants
actually make it to the polls, what nonanecdotal evidence
exists indicates that new voters also participate in Presi-
dential elections at about an 80 percent rate. Indeed, given
the huge size of the unregistered adult population in the
United States and the high rate of participation among
registered voters, the American voting problem is perhaps
best understood not as a "voting" problem at all but as a
registration problem.

That observation does not imply that the substance and
organization of political conflict are unimportant to par-
ticipation. Between 1960 and 1980 national registration
levels remained roughly constant, but some 20 million voters
dropped out of the active electorate. No doubt many were
driven from the polls by a combination of boredom, resent-
ment and confusion about the electoral choices they were
asked to make. No doubt, too, the progressive fractioning
of American politics during the period, and the steady
decline of political parties as effective organizers and
mobilizers of electoral activity, contributed powerfully to
mass abstention. What the observation does imply is that in-
creases in registration can independently increase participa-
tion and that, a fortiori, in the context of political mobiliza-
tion, the increase can be pronounced.

Present grass-roots registration efforts are so promising
precisely because they proceed in just such a context. Much
of the credit should go to Ronald Reagan. His Administra-
tion has polarized most of the voting population and has in-
flicted a huge amount of pain on working people and the
poor. Along the way, it has also brought parts of the tradi-
tionally inactive electorate back to political life.

First evidence of a post-Reagan voting resurgence came
in the 1982 midterm elections. Then, before any rise in na-

tional registration rates, turnout jumped by 10 million over
1978 levels. The greatest increases in turnout rates were
among the unemployed (24.5 percent), blacks (15.6 percent)
and blue-collar workers (13 percent), groups that are
overrepresented among the ranks of traditional nonvoters.
True to form, the new vote split about 2 to 1 Democratic,
and the party made its greatest gains in the South and
Midwest, where turnout increased the most. Further
evidence of mobilization came in 1983, with a string of
black and Hispanic Democratic victories in important
mayoral races in Chicago, Philadelphia, Denver and Char-
lotte, North Carolina, in which local registration drives
played a key role. And during the Democratic primary
season this spring, turnout soared past 1980 levels, with
women voting at rates equal to or exceeding those of men,
and the Jackson candidacy catalyzing hundreds of thou-
sands of blacks to go to the polls.

More generally, the cumulative efforts of regional voter
registration groups are having demonstrable effects. In the
South, where groups like the Voter Education Project
(V.E.P.) and the N.A.A.C.P. have been running registra-
tion campaigns for years, steadily increasing black registra-
tion has raised the number of black elected officials from a
little less than 1,500 in 1970 to 5,600 in 1983. And in the
Southwest, due in no small measure to the massive efforts
of the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project
(S.V.R.E.P.), Hispanic registration increased 44 percent
in Texas, California, Arizona, Utah, Colorado and New
Mexico between 1976 and 1980, and the number of elected
Hispanic officials jumped 30 percent in those states be-
tween 1975 and 1980.

In the past two years, such regional projects have gained
momentum. V.E.P. director Geraldine Thompson reports
that registration among Southern blacks has increased by
647,000 overall since 1982, with dramatic 30 percent in-
creases in North Carolina and Texas. And S.V.R.E.P.
director William Velasquez expects registration of Hispanics
in Texas to exceed 1 million by November, more than 25 per-
cent above its 1980 level. In such numbers, Hispanics would
be a particularly formidable force in state politics.

tential
But in terms of their po-

for Democratic re-
newal, current registration
efforts face many problems.
Consider first the matter of
cash. Put simply, the Re-

publicans have far more of it than those groups—Demo-
cratic and nonpartisan alike—that are registering likely
Democratic voters. The Republican National Committee
and the Reagan-Bush campaign committee have already
amassed a war chest of about $8 million for registration,
and their efforts will be supplemented by a number of well-
endowed state G.O.P. organizations and a host of right-of-
center business and trade associations. Democratic National
Committee voter registration director Tony Harrison
"guesstimates" conservatively that the Republicans will ef-
fectively have a total of $20 million for registration. More-
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over, in the South especially, they stand to benefit from in-
dependent efforts undertaken by the Moral Majority and
other fundamentalist groups. At the D.N.C., by contrast,
Harrison has as yet seen only a small fraction of the modest
$2.5 million putatively budgeted by the Democrats. And
while the major nonpartisan groups have picked up some
$3.5 million in support from private foundations, their com-
bined budget is surely less than $5 million.

On their own, such differences in funding are not insur-
mountable. Registration of Republican voters costs more
($5 to $7 each) because they are much harder to find,
especially among the poor. Other groups, employing less
high-tech wizardry than the Republicans, are spending con-
siderably smaller amounts. Human Serve, for example,
organizes public and private social service agencies to offer
voter registration as one of their regular services. Its presi-
dent and executive director, Hulbert James, estimates that
the campaign has thus far registered 500,000 voters on a
budget of $400,000, or 80 cents per new voter. Still other
groups are canvassing for registrants in waiting rooms of
health clinics, at unemployment, food stamp and welfare
centers, or at major public facilities, including beaches and
housing projects. Such "wholesale" approaches to voter
registration bring reductions in cost. And they are all the
more striking when compared with the capital-intensive
techniques of political mobilization—polling, major-
market advertising, phone solicitation, direct mail cam-
paigns, professional public relations—that have marked
American politics in recent years, which tend to benefit
those with capital (recall that the Republicans outspent the
Democrats by more than 5 to 1 in the 1980 campaign). In-
deed, without exaggerating the point, wholesale voter
registration appears to be one of the most obvious ways to
redress the unequal funding of the two parties.

But even if money problems are not insuperable, the reg-
istration system itself presents serious obstacles. While
many of the most egregious barriers to registration codified
at the turn of the century—poll taxes, literacy tests and ex-
tended residency requirements among them—have been
struck down under the pressures of civil rights protest and
litigation, the system remains powerfully exclusionary. In
many parts of the South, for example, where postcard
registration (now used in twenty states) is not an option, of-
ficial registration sites, such as courthouses, are inaccessible
to poor voters. Often enough, the sites are geographically
remote (fifty- or seventy-five-mile trips to register are not
uncommon in many sprawling rural counties) or are open
only during business hours (and closed at lunchtime). Some-
times they are not visibly identified as registration sites at
all. In twenty-four counties in Georgia and every county in
Mississippi, people are offered only one place to register.
Routinely, county officials refuse to deputize volunteer reg-
istrars, or else subject them to such painstaking regulation
that they cannot go out and do t h e ^ b . In many Southern
counties "dual registration" schemes, whereby would-be
voters have to register in two different locations for
municipal and county/state/national elections, make the
process even more difficult.. And, of course, less tangible

Peace is Primary in 1984

711 G Street, S.E.
Washington, D.C. 20003

Write us today for a free copy of "Help
Wanted", SANE's new fuil-coior brochure sum-
marizing Reagan s disastrous arms control
policies. Low prices for bulk orders.

Now vou m
MJT!

What does it sound like? Tune-in to SANE'S stitnmer national radio series
called FALLOirr to find out!

It sounds like the powerful and courageous voices of Jte Citizens
Movement Against Nuclear Weapons. Hear diverse views—Dr. Helen
Caldicott, physicist Edward Teller, theologians William Sloane Coffin, John
Cardinal iCrol, Rabbi Leonard Beerman; performing artists like Jason Ro-
bards. Colleen Dewhurst, Steve Allen; Congressmen, educators, and more.
FALLOUT with them this summeri

SANE'S weekly series will air on "Consider The Alternatives" from
July 16th through August 26th, produced by The SANE Education Fund and
supported by a grant frvm the Pennsylvania Humanities Council Hear
FALLOUT on these and 120 other stations coast to coast
New York WBAI 9 9 5 FM Tuesdays 3:00 PM
San Fnindsco KPFA 94.1 FM We^kndajs 7:30 PM
San Frandsco KALW 91.7 FM Frkiays 1:30 PM
Detroit WDTR 90.9 FM Thursdays 5:00 PM
Tampa .\ ica WMNF 88.5 FM Wednesdays 1:00 PM
IndianapoUs WAfC 104.5 FM Mondays 12:30 PM
Minneapolis KBEM 8 8 5 FM Thiimdays 10:00 AM

l U s summer bll out of step with despair and the dread of nudear win-
ter. Lift your spirits. Engage your tnind Hear some alternative voices in the
nuclear weapons debate. This is FALLOUT that you can hear and it doesn't
hurt. FALLOUT beginning July 16th!

CONSIDER THE
ALTERNATIVES

(dip-out this SANE retninder and post it on ttie refrigerator of your mind.')



50 The Nation. July 21-28. 1984

forms of discrimination and intimidation remain.
In the North, as well, registration is commonly ad-

ministered on the county or municipal level, and local of-
ficials have a lot of discretionary authority. New Hamp-
shire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts and Michi-
gan all permit the deputization of volunteer registrars, but
local officials in each of those states have thus far blocked
the progress of registration drives either by refusing to
deputize volunteers or, where they do deputize, by drasti-
cally restricting volunteers' activities.

At the state level, volunteer registrars attempting to gain
access to public-agency waiting rooms have encountered
widespread resistance. Governors in Illinois, Pennsylvania
and Missouri have issued orders banning such registration
work, and Reagan's Department of Health and Human Serv-
ices, the Federal sponsor of many of the food-distribution
programs commonly involved, has effectively encouraged
local resistance by consistently deferring to the states' for-
mulation of access policy.

In response to such obstructionist tactics, a variety of
groups—including the NAACP Legal Defense and Educa-
tional Fund (L.D.F.), Planned Parenthood, Project Vote!,
the American Civil Liberties Union and the Mexican-
American Legal Defense Fund—have joined in an emergen-
cy coalition coordinated by Human Serve to litigate the ac-
cess and deputization issues. In the past few months Project
Vote! has obtained Federal court injunctions against bans
on waiting-room access in Indiana, Iowa, Pennsylvania and

Missouri. But Health and
Human Services still refuses
to change its policy of defer-
ring to the states, and Project
Vote! director Sanford New-
man concludes that the Rea-
gan Administration "hopes to

force us to litigate this issue in hundreds of cases, hoping to win
by delay what it cannot win in the courts." Elsewhere in the co-
alition, L.D.F. filed suit in Federal court last month against
Georgia's "passive" (i.e. do-nothing) system of voter registra-
tion, asking the court to order the state to asstune an "affirma-
tive duty" to register its citizens. Similar suits against Louisiana,
Arkansas, Florida and Virginia are being actively prepared. The
A.C.L.U., in turn, is challenging state rulings on both the
waiting-room access and deputization issues in New Hamp-
shire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Missouri and Michigan.

But restraining orders and other injunctive relief aside,
the wheels of the law grind exceedingly slow, and in the
meantime, access to electoral politics is being denied. What
may be surprising in this election year is that the denial
draws bipartisan support. While Republicans have often
taken the lead in blocking voter registration (the governors
sued by Project Vote! are all Republicans), the Democrats
have not been far behind. Sometimes they take active
measures, as the Democratic House in Michigan recently
did, passing a bill that bars most state agencies from
cooperating with Human Serve in voter registration ac-
tivities. More commonly, however, they simply do nothing,
letting the matter of registration be decided by local offi-

cials. With some important exceptions (in Minnesota, New
Mexico, New York, Ohio, Texas and West Virginia) Demo-
cratic governors have neither ordered nor even vigorously
endorsed the idea of voter registration in state social service
agencies. The same holds for all but a handful of Demo-
cratic mayors and county executives (notable here is Peter
Shapiro, Executive of Essex County, New Jersey, who re-
cently ordered that registration be offered in all county
agencies and began training hundreds of county workers to
do the job right). In Massachusetts, for example, where the
restrictions on voter registration are so elaborate that they
make reactionary Mississippians flush with envy, Gov. Mi-
chael Dukakis and Boston "populist" Mayor Raymond
Flynn have not challenged the inaction of state social service
agency directors or the obstruction caused by local regis-
trars. And at the national level, the D.N.C. has studiously
refrained from pressuring state party organizations or
elected officials to clear away the obstacles.

In short, while the Democrats have paid lip service to the
importance of voter registration, they have failed to exploit
the barriers/access question as a major political issue in
its own right, and they have not committed the party's
organizational resources to a full-scale drive to widen the
grass-roots registration efforts under way.

The lukewarm response is symptomatic of those deeper
tensions, now utterly familiar, that run between the de-
mands of the party's elite constituency and the needs of its
mass base. As these tensions bear on registration, the prob-
lem is simple enough. On the one hand Democratic elites
need new voters, and the ranks of the unregistered present
an obvious place to look for them. On the other hand, they
have little to offer new registrants enlisted from the poor
and working populations, and are wary of the demands such
new recruits might make as the price of their support. The
thousands of predominantly poor, black voters mobilized
by Jesse Jackson provide a well-known case in point. While
everyone agrees that those voters are critical to Democratic
success in November, party leaders—who are committed to
real annual increases in defense spending of 4 to 5 percent,
unwilling to contemplate comprehensive progressive tax
reform and intent on making Republican deficit spending an
issue in the fall—profess bewilderment about what "deal"
to cut with Jackson or his followers. That raises the specter
of diminished black participation in November. As N.A.A.C.P.
voter registration director Joseph Madison (whose organiza-
tion's chapters report a nationwide increase of 800,000 in
black registration since last summer alone) comments:
"What do you say to the masses of people who have
registered for the first time? What do you say to those
young college students and high-school seniors and that
18-to-34-year-old idealistic black voter who got out in the
campaign and stood in line for Reverend Jackson? If they
get anything less thaiyvhat they think they deserve, they're
threatening to sit it om. And that would be disastrous."

In the past the Democrats have solved such problems
through the careful use of mirrors. This time around,
possibly, a more substantive response is required. What
needs to be decided in San Francisco and beyond is the
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direction that response should take. Where does the party's
future mass base lie? With yuppies, yumpies and yumpteen
other upscale groups, or with working people and the poor?

r- This is the choice with which we began.^
But of course the choice need not be left to those who

now control the Democratic Party. Others can shape the
decision, and voter registration is one way to do it. Rolling
up the numbers of registered working people and the poor
can complicate decisions about the party's future course in
interesting ways. It can help beat Reagan and raise the
political costs to those in both parties who are happy to con-
tinue the carnage of the past few years. It can provide the
base for more serious electoral challenges to the current
leadership of the Democratic Party, particularly in select
local races. It can politicize the centuries-old limits to
America's experiment with democratic suffrage. And, just
possibly, it can begin remobilizing the American electorate.

This week, as Democratic elites gather to calculate the
costs of controlled mobilization versus none at all, those out-
side the party's higher circles might usefully contemplate
that last prospect. To bring American participation levels
back to their historic highs, or to a level comparable to those
in Western Europe today, something in excess of 80 percent
of the eligible electorate would have to vote. How many
voters would an 80 percent turnout have required in 1980?
More than 130 million, or roughly 45 million more than
showed up at the polls. What would it require in 1984?
About 140 million voters, or about 40 million more than the
most optimistic current predictions. What such a tide of new
voters would demand as the price of their participation and
what effect they would have on American party politics are
open questions. They can be answered only by bringing
those voters into the active electorate. But whatever the
Democratic Party decides this week, those working on voter
registration will continue trying to do just that. And what-
ever happens in San Francisco, right now is a good time
to join them. D

WHO'S DOING IT

Hundreds of groups are active registering likely Democratic voters this year.
Here is a partial list of some of the major ones. Contributions to all but
ACORN are tax-deductible.

Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN)
413 8th Street SE
Washington, DC 20003
Sieve Kest, (202) 547-9292
Neighborhood-based otganizatioti with approxitnately 60,000 low-income
members in twenty-seven states. Conducts registration drives iti twenty-five
cities, targeting low-income voters, minority groups and women. Major
drives in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, St. Louis, Bridgeport and Boston. Spon-
sor of Alliance for Justice '84, a registration and education network
organizing a mass demonstration and voter drive in Dallas for August 19,
the day before the Republican National Convention opens.

Citizen Leadership Foundation
600 West Fullerton Parkway
Chicago, IL 60614
Heather Booth, (312) 975-3890
Operates in twenty-five states in conjunction with the Citizen Action net-
work of community and state organizations. Provides extensive training
support for registration drives and has a 2,000-strong canvassing staff.
Major registration efforts in Ohio, Illinois, Pennsylvania, New Jersey,
Virginia, North Carolina, iowa and Contiecticut.

Human Serve (Service Employees Registration and Voter Education) Fund
622 West 113th Street
New York, NY 10025
Hulhert James, (212) 280-5458
Enlists social service and health agencies to make voter registration a regular
service. Active in twenty states, with more than I,O(X) cooperating agencies.
Concentrates on low-income, predominantly female voters. Hopes to
register 2 million low-income voters by November and establish permanent
agency-based registration services throughout the country. Co-spotisor,
with United States Student Association, of Freedom Summer to recruit
several thousand additional registration voluntei:rs and conduct registration
drives in sixty-eight cities and twenty-three states.

Midwest Voter Registration Education Project
50 West Broad Street, Suite 1225
Columbus, OH 43215
Juan Andrade, (614) 464-1116
Conducts registration efforts in Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan,
Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, Ohio and Wisconsin. Concentrates on
Hispanic, black, Indian and other minority and poor voters.

N.A.A.C.P. Voter Education Department
20314 Grand River
Detroit, Ml 48219
Joseph MadUon, (313) 533-5611
Coordinates voter registration activities with 1,800 N.A.A.C.P. chapters
throughout the country, using a variety of techniques, including neighbor-
hood "instant organization" of coordinated block captains, canvassing of
social-service waiting rooms, "voter circles" in churches. Spotisored Over-
ground Railroad marches in 1983, linking registration efforts in the South
and North. Another march scheduled this summer. Nationwide program of
deputization of high-school principals. Hopes to register 1 million in 1984.

National Coalition on Black Voter Participation
1301 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Suite 309
Washington, DC 20004
Gracia Hillman, (202) 626-3532
Coalition of eighty-eight national groups, active in twenty-seven states.
Conducts its own drives and assists community organizations in theirs. Ac-
tivities include Operation Big Vote, Black Women's Roundtable and a
major radio public service announcement program. Operation Big
Vote—RAP. Goal for 1983-84: 25 percent increase in black registration, or
2 million new voters.

Project Vote!
1201 6lh Street NW, Suite 219
Washington, DC 20036
Sanford Newman, (202) 293-3933
Operates in twelve states in cooperation with a variety of labor, registration
and social action groups. Concentrates on poor voters, reached through
canvassing of social service agency waiting rooms.

Southwest Voter Registration Education Project
201 North St. Mary's Street, Suite 501
San Antonio, TX 78205
William Velasquez, (512) 222-0224
Keys on Hispanic, Indian and other minority voters, mostly in Texas, Cali-
fornia, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico. Extensive research capabilities.

Voter Education Project
52 Fairlie Street NW, Suite 360
AUanU, GA 30303
Geraldine Thompson, (404) 522-7495
Operates in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi,
North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia. Provides
extensive technical assistance and training for registration projects. Concen-
trates on black and other minority voters. Goal for 1984: 500,000 new black
voters.

Women's Vote Project
1410 Q Street NW
Washington, DC 20009
Joanne Howes, (202) 462-8606
Major coalition of some seventy-four national women's organizations, in-
cluding Church Women United, League of Women Voters, National Abor-
tion Rights Action League, NOW, 9-5 National Association of Working
Women, Planned Parenthood and Women USA. Provides support for im-
plementing voter registration plans that each of the member groups has
devised. Assists local coalitions active in some twenty-four states. Focuses
on low-income and minority women, and on single heads of households.




