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STILLWATER---Twenty-first century America is not the nation of joiners that amazed Alexis de Toqueville in the 1830s; it is not a place where people engage constantly to assemble democracy’s quilt. The very groups that once promoted citizenship have seen their membership rates dwindle, groups like the Grange, Masons, American Legion, Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. 
“Bowling Alone” is what Harvard University political scientist Robert Putnam calls it – a reference to an intriguing statistic that finds Americans bowling as much as ever but participation in leagues down sharply. “There has been, at least over the past 40 years, a pretty strong downward movement in most forms of political participation,” he said. He cites Roper Polls that indicate the number of Americans who worked for a political party fell 42% between 1973 and 1994, who attended a public meeting fell 35%, who wrote to a representative fell 23%, who signed a petition fell 22%.
In America today, many of us sit back and watch others do the grunt work that was once widely regarded as a citizen’s duty and privilege. We have become, it seems, a nation of bystanders. When ordinary citizens are not engaged in civic life, a democratic society becomes unbalanced. The minority that speaks out is heard; the majority that doesn’t is ignored. For example, older Americans tend to be more outspoken than younger Americans.
The result? “We’re not having the same kinds of debates about student loans and national service and training for a first job as we are about Social Security and Medicare,” said William Galston, director of the University of Maryland’s Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement.

Historically, this was not an issue in a nation where civic participation was once as much a part of the landscape as its mountains and plains. But somewhere along the way, Americans grew less interested in being active citizens. 

Whereas mobilizing citizen supporters was once the most effective way to bring visibility and clout to an organization and its concerns – consider the boycotts, marches and sit-ins of the civil rights era – today’s advocacy groups have found other, oftentimes more expedient, avenues. Member organizations have been superseded by professionally managed groups with paid staff members focused on drafting policy rather than people. They hire researchers to write legislation, lobbyists to sway congressional staffs and public affairs specialists to pitch to the media.
These groups do have members. AARP is one of the biggest, with some 35 million dues-paying constituents. But these “members” don’t meet weekly to devise policy strategies; they pay $12.50 annually to hire someone else to do it and receive newsletter updates by mail.

The group’s own data show that most Americans who join AARP do so for the benefits they can receive by flashing their membership card. That’s not to say there aren’t some “chapters,” where group members can come together for some old-fashioned face-to-face fellowship. But those are few and far between.

But the decline of mass political participation is not simply a consequence of the decay of civil society brought on by TV, suburbanization and busy lives, argue political scientists Matthew A. Crenson and Benjamin Ginsberg in their book “Downsizing Democracy.”

Starting in the Progressive Era of the early 20th century, they write, the government established regulatory commissions to serve as watchdogs on special interests. The outcome, they suggest, was twofold: Citizens became less vigilant and involved, and interests like the banks and railroads came to control the very commissions that were supposed to work on behalf of the public good.

Another recent change: statutes and judicial rulings that made advocacy by litigation commonplace, taking them out of the political arena. Name your issue: smoking, the environment, gay marriage – with only one name under the heading “plaintiff,” a lawsuit can effect change for millions of Americans through the action of but one.

If Americans are to experience a civic reawakening, the nation’s leaders need to sound the alarm. We are those leaders.
Adapted from release by Pauline Arrillaga, Associated Press Writer, June 20, 2004.
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