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and detectors. Undoubtedly a number 
of unexpected and significant new de- 
velopments other than those discussed 
here lie before us in this fast-moving 
and exciting field of resonance re- 
search. 
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Why do individuals vary in the 
amount of influence they exert on local 
political decisions? 

To influence another person, one 
needs resources or inducements. How- 
ever, some persons use more of their re- 
sources on politics than others do. If 
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we put to one side the question of varia- 
tions in the efficiency or skill with which 
different peisons use their resources for 
political purposes, then influence over 
local decisions should increase with the 
amount of resources one uses. 

Considerations such as these have led 
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Considerations such as these have led 

to radically different theories about the 
structure of influence in local politics. 
According to one kind of theory, some 
important resources seem to be distrib- 
uted rather evenly among the great 
body of citizens. Nearly everyone can 
vote, information about local affairs is 
accessible, problems of local policy are 
close to the experience of the average 
man, citizens can easily get in touch 
with their officials, and so on. Hence, it 
is said, influence over local decisions is 
likely to be distributed rather evenly 
among citizens. According to another 
theory, however, certain important re- 
sources are distributed very unevenly in 
almost every modern American town 
and city-chiefly wealth, income, social 
standing, control over jobs, and control 
over the mass media. In these respects, 
it is said, the American community is 
highly stratified. Hence, it is argued, in- 
fluence over local decisions is likely to 
be distributed very unevenly; citizens 
who are best off with respect to wealth, 
income, social standing, and so on will 

SCIENCE, VOL. 134 

to radically different theories about the 
structure of influence in local politics. 
According to one kind of theory, some 
important resources seem to be distrib- 
uted rather evenly among the great 
body of citizens. Nearly everyone can 
vote, information about local affairs is 
accessible, problems of local policy are 
close to the experience of the average 
man, citizens can easily get in touch 
with their officials, and so on. Hence, it 
is said, influence over local decisions is 
likely to be distributed rather evenly 
among citizens. According to another 
theory, however, certain important re- 
sources are distributed very unevenly in 
almost every modern American town 
and city-chiefly wealth, income, social 
standing, control over jobs, and control 
over the mass media. In these respects, 
it is said, the American community is 
highly stratified. Hence, it is argued, in- 
fluence over local decisions is likely to 
be distributed very unevenly; citizens 
who are best off with respect to wealth, 
income, social standing, and so on will 

SCIENCE, VOL. 134 

Who Participates in 

Local Politics and Why 

The better-off citizen is more active, but so is the 
citizen who encounters social and economic barriers. 

Robert A. Dahl 

Who Participates in 

Local Politics and Why 

The better-off citizen is more active, but so is the 
citizen who encounters social and economic barriers. 

Robert A. Dahl 



also exert decisive influence over local 
decisions. 

The first theory has been tested by 
little more than arm-chair speculation. 
A number of recent community studies, 
on the other hand, purport to have con- 
firmed the second. 

HIowever, neither theory takes very 
strongly into account the possibility that 
individual citizens may vary a great deal 
in the extent to which they use what re- 
sources they have for political purposes. 
Even if all political resources were dis- 
tributed evenly, some citizens might ap- 
ply their resources more fully to politics, 
and thus, presumably, might gain more 
influence. Conversely, even if some po- 
litical resources are distributed unequal- 
ly, some citizens might compensate by 
exploiting to the full what meager re- 
sources they have, and thus, presum- 
ably, they might offset the influence of 
the better-off strata of the community. 

Thus, our initial question now be- 
comes: Do individuals vary in the 
amount of political resources they use 
in order to influence local decisions? 
And if so, why? 

The more obvious reasons why in- 
dividuals may vary in their use of po- 
litical resources are as follows. 

1) Because of differences in access 
to resources. On the average, over a 
large population it is reasonable to ex- 
pect that the more resources one has, 
the more resources one will use to gain 
influence. For example, if everyone 
simply used the same proportion of his 
resources for political purposes, ob- 
viously, the greater his resources, the 
more he would use. 

2) Because of differences in estimates 
as to the probability of succeeding in 
an attempt to influence decisions. A per- 
son who is pessimistic about his chances 
of influencing government policies is 
less likely to use his resources than one 
who is optimistic. 

3) Because of differences in alterna- 
tive opportunities for using one's re- 
sources to achieve other goals. For ex- 
ample, a young unmarried lawyer with 
few clients is likely to spend more of his 
time on politics than an older lawyer 
with a family, a large clientele, and an 
active social life. 

4) Because of differences in estimates 
as to the value of a successful effort. The 
greater the benefit one expects from a 

The author is Eugene Meyer professor of po- 
litical science, Yale University, New Haven, Conn. 
This article, in a slightly modified form, is appear- 
ing as a chapter in Dr. Dahl's forthcoming book, 
Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an 
American City, to be published by the Yale Uni- 
versity Press. 
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Table 1. Campaign participation in New Haven, by kinds of activities; N, 525 registered voters. 

"Yes" 
Question 

__% N 
1. Does anyone from either party call you up during campaigns to 

talk to you? 60 320 
2. Do you talk to people during campaigns and try to show them 

why they should vote for one of the parties or candidates? 33 172 
3. Do you give money or buy tickets or do anything to help the 

campaign for party or candidate? 26 139 
4. Do you go to political meetings, rallies, dinners, etc.? 23 119 
5. Have you ever taken part in a party's nominations? 9 44 
6. Do you do other work for a party or candidate? 8 42 
7. Have you ever held an office or had a job in a political party? 5 25 
8. Do you belong to any political club or organization? 4 22 
9. Have you ever held public office? 1 6 

favorable outcome, the more likely one 
is to invest resources in an attempt to 
influence the decision. The benefit ex- 
pected from a favorable decision need 
not be in the form of money, of course; 
it might be any one or a combination of 
a great variety of things that human be- 
ings like-security, personal prestige, 
social standing, the satisfaction of being 
on the winning side, specific liberties, 
justice, votes, popularity, office, and so 
on. T'he list is endless. 

Why do individuals vary in these four 
respects? For one thing, there are sev- 
eral important subjective sources of in- 
dividual variation. (i) Individuals vary 
in their goals or the standards of value 
they use to appraise different events 
and possibilities. (ii) Individuals vary in 
their predispositions. For example, pes- 
simism or optimism is often more than a 
transitory view of a particular political 
situation; frequently it is a persistent, 
generalized, stable orientation toward 
politics or even toward life situations 
of all sorts. (iii) Individuals vary in their 
information about the political system- 
how it operates, the decisions that are 
being made, what the outcomes are likely 
to be, how probable this or that event is, 
and so on. (iv) Individuals vary in the 
ways they identify themselves with 
others; the people who matter most to 
one person are almost certain to be dif- 
ferent from the people who matter most 
to someone else. 

There are also important variations 
in the objective situations of different 
individuals. It is useful to distinguish 
differences in objective situations ac- 
cording to their generality. Some objec- 
tive differences are relatively specific to 
a given situation. Some objective differ- 
ences, on the other hand, are general to 
a wide variety of situations. To be poor 
or rich; to be well educated or unedu- 

cated; to be a professional man or an un- 
skilled laborer; to live in a slum area or 
a middle-class neighborhood-these are 
differences in objective situations of a 
more persistent and general sort; differ- 
ences that are likely to show up in a 
variety of different ways over a longer 
period of time. 

Because of these specific and general 
differences in the objective situations 
in which individuals are placed, different 
actions of government affect different 
people in different ways and in different 
degrees. To be sure, differences in ob- 
jective situations take on meaning for an 
individual only as they are translated 
into the kinds of subjective factors men- 
tioned a moment ago, such as values, 
pred.ispositions, information, and identi- 
fications. Consequently, individuals in 
the same objective situation may not re- 
spond in the same way because their 
subjective interpretations of the situation 
differ. Nonetheless, the objective differ- 
ences in individual situations are fre- 
quently so great that they largely explain 
why subjective differences arise. 

Largely, but not wholly. For it usually 
turns out that no matter what kinds of 
objective characteristics you use as a 

Table 2. Campaign participation in New 
Haven; by number of activities. 

Category % N 

Most participation (voting; 5 or 
more other activities) 6 30 

High participation (voting; 3 or 
4 other activities) 16 84 

Medium participation (voting; 1 
or 2 other activities) 50 261 

Low participation (voting; no 
other activities) 21 111 

Least participation (non-voting) 6 29 
No answer, etc. 1 10 

Total 100 525 
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basis for classifying people, not everyone 
in the "same" objective situation re- 
sponds in the same way. Because some 
variations in human behavior are usually 
left unexplained by factors in the objec- 
tive situation, one might conclude that 
the subjective life of the individual has 
a style and pattern that are often con- 
nected only in loose fashion to the "ob- 
jective" situation. 

Methods 

As part of a larger study of patterns 
of influence in New Haven, Connecticut, 
a survey was conducted in the summer 
of 1959 of a random sample of 525 reg- 
istered voters. Among other things, re- 
spondents were asked a large number 
of specific questions dealing with their 
participation in the political life of New 
Haven. If we now make the assumption 
that various levels of political participa- 
tion are valid measures of the use of po- 
litical resources, then we can test some 
of the hypotheses set forth in the pre- 
ceding section. Specifically, we can ex- 
amine whether variations are in fact as- 
sociated with the four factors mentioned. 

Findings 

Citizenship without politics. How do 
citizens of New Haven vary in the ex- 
tent to which they use their political re- 
sources? How do these variations help 
to account for the patterns of influence 
discovered in the course of this study? 

Although it is difficult to answer these 
questions directly, we can do so indi- 
rectly by examining the extent to which 
different citizens participate in various 
ways in local political and governmen- 
tal activities. The first fact one discovers 
-and it overshadows almost everything 
else-is that most citizens use their po- 
litical resources scarcely at all. To begin 
with, a large proportion of the adult 
population of New Haven does not even 
vote; in the last decade, the fraction has 
varied from a quarter of the adult popu- 
lation in presidential elections to a half 
in some mayoralty elections. 

Even those who do vote rarely do 
more, and the more active the form of 
participation, the fewer the citizens who 
participate. Consider, for example, par- 
ticipation in campaigns and elections 
(Table 1). Only a tiny minority of the 
registered voters undertake the more 
vigorous kinds of campaign participa- 
tion. We find (Table 2) that only about 
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one citizen out of every 16 votes and 
also engages in five or more of the ac- 
tivities listed in Table 1; about one out 
of six votes and engages in three or four 
activities; one out of two votes and en- 
gages in one or two activities; and one 
out of five only votes. (Because our 
sample was drawn from the voting lists, 
the number of nonvoters was of course 
much smaller than it would be in a 
sample of the whole adult population; 
and because we classified as not voting 
only those who had not voted in two 
out of the last three elections, the pro- 
protion is lower than it would be for 
any single election.) 

It might be thought that citizens par- 
ticipate more actively outside of cam- 
paigns and elections-for example, by 
getting directly involved in some way 
with the problems of local government. 
But just as it is with campaign activity, 
most people do very little beyond merely 
talking with their friends (Table 3). 

As many studies of the national elec- 
torate have shown, low rates of participa- 
tion by citizens in political life are not 
unusual. In New Haven as in the United 
States generally, one of the central facts 
of political life is that politics-local, 
state, national, international-lies for 
most people at the periphery of atten- 
tion, interest, concern, and activity. At 
the focus of most men's lives are primary 
activities pertaining to food, sex, love, 
family, work, play, shelter, comfort, 
friendship, social esteem, and the like. 
Activities like these-not politics-are 
the primary concerns of most men and 
women. In response to the question, 
"What things are you most concerned 
with these days?" two out of every three 
registered voters in our sample cited per- 
sonal matters-health, jobs, children, 
and the like; only about one out of five 
named local, state, national, or interna- 
tional affairs. It would clear the air of a 
good deal of nonsense if, instead of as- 
suming that politics is a normal and 
natural concern of human beings, one 
were to make the contrary assumption 
that, whatever lip service citizens may 
pay to conventional attitudes, politics is 
a remote, alien, and unrewarding ac- 
tivity. Instead of seeking to explain why 
citizens are not interested, concerned, 
and active, the task is to explain why a 
few citizens are. 

Whenever politics becomes related to 
the primary activities, it may move from 
the periphery of attention, concern, and 
action to a point nearer the center. For 
most people in the United States (and 
probably everywhere else) this happens 

rarely, if at all. To be sure, if men are 
frustrated in their primary activities and 
if they find or think they find in political 
activity a means of satisfying their pri- 
mary needs, then politics may become 
more important to them. But in a politi- 
cal culture where individual achieve- 
ment and nongovernmental techniques 
are assigned a high priority in problem 
solving, men may be frustrated in their 
primary activities without ever turning 
to politics for solutions. 

Even for someone to whom politics is 
important, it is easier to be merely in- 
terested than to be active. In terms of 
the psychic economy of the individual, 
interest is cheap whereas activity is rel- 
atively expensive. To be interested de- 
mands merely passive participation, re- 
quiring no more effort than that needed 
to scan the newspaper for political news 
or listen to news broadcasts. The citizen 
who is merely interested can then go on 
to read the comics and watch his favorite 
Western on television; moreover, he may 
actually derive vicarious satisfaction 
from a spurious "participation" in pol- 
itics that never requires him to turn from 
his passive engagement in the world 
described in newspaper, radio, and tele- 
vision accounts to actual participation 
in the world of politics. In this sense, 
to be merely interested in politics can be 

0oo% . o 

so80 , 

40%- 

20 

Under $2000- $5000 Over 
$2000 $5000 $8000 $8000 

Fig. 1. Participation in local affairs in- 
creases with income. Participation here 
includes the campaign activities listed in 
Table 1 and the noncampaign activities 
enumerated in Table 3. (Striped bars) 
Highly inactive; (solid bars) highly active. 
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2 T~~~~- ~are not; by the dogma that democracy 
would not work if citizens were not con- 

\ Un $0 
cerned with public affairs (since "de- 

Under $5000 
mocracy works," it follows that citizens 
must be concerned); by the sharp con- 
trast (noted by deTocqueville) between 

$5000.$8o000o - the low rate of uncoerced citizen par- 
_,~-'~ / \^ ~ ticipation in public affairs in authori- 

tarian regimes and the relatively much 
higher rate in democratic ones; and by 

over $8000 the assumption, based on uncritical ac- 
ceptance of scanty and dubious evidence, 
that whatever the situation may be at the 

Les Lo- moment, at one time or in another place Least Low Medium High Most . 
active active the life of the citizen has centered on 

Index of local action politics. 
.2. Although participation in local af- Whether the citizens of Athens were 

rs varies with income, the better-off are in fact more highly concerned with pub- 
ninority of the participants. lic affairs than the citizens of New Haven 

are, we shall probably never know. In 
any case, New Haven is not Athens, the 

:ind of escape from politics. To be in- United States is not ancient Greece. 
ested allows one to indulge in a great Given the fact that most citizens are 
riety of emotional responses, from not much engaged in politics, several 
re and hate to admiration and love; conclusions are evident. First, insofar as 
derive a sense of superiority from the participation is a valid measure of the 
iious inadequacies of men of action; use of political resources, comparatively 
prescribe grandiose solutions to com- few citizens use these resources at a high 
x problems of public policy; to engage, rate. Second, insofar as the use of polit- 
e Walter Mitty, in fantasies about ical resources is a necessary condition for 
e's own achievements in a never-never political influence, only citizens who use 
d of politics; to become an inside- their political resources at a high rate 
)ester; and to follow each day's new are likely to be highly influential. It fol- 
ints with the passionate curiosity of a lows that the number of highly influen- 
usewife anxiously awaiting the next tial citizens must be a relatively small 
tallment of her favorite soap opera; segment of the population. 
ile never in one's entire life partici- What kinds of factors are likely to 
ting in politics in any way except by induce people to use their resources at 
cussing political affairs with others a relatively high rate? In an earlier sec- 
J occasionally casting a vote. tion I hypothesized that, on the average, 
An interest in politics, then, need not a citizen's effort to influence political 
npete with one's primary activities. decision would increase with his political 

contrast, active political participa- resources, with his expectation of suc- 
a frequently removes one from the cess., with high pay-off, or with low pay- 
na of primary activities. Since the off from alternative uses. Let us now 
mary activities are voracious in their examine these hypotheses on the assump- 
rnands for time, political activity en- tion that various kinds of political par- 
s into competition with them. For ticipation are valid measures of the use 
st people it is evidently a weak com- of political resources. 
itor. Variations in the supply of resources. 
rhe sources of the myth about the Political participation does tend to in- 
macy of politics in the lives of the crease with the amount of resources at 
zens of a democratic order are an- one's disposal. For example, participa- 
nt, manifold, and complex. The pri- tion in local political decisions is greater 
cy of politics has roots in Greek among citizens with high incomes than 
ught and in the Greek philosopher's among those with low incomes; greater 
alization of the city-state. That initial among citizens with high social standing 
s has been reinforced by the human than among those with low social stand- 
dency to blur the boundaries between ing; greater among citizens with consid- 
at is and what ought to be; by the erable formal education than among cit- 
t that those who write about politics izens with little; greater among individ- 
erally are deeply concerned with po- uals in professional, business, and white- 
:al affairs and sometimes find it dif- collar occupations than among those in 
lit to believe that most other people working-class occupations; and greater 
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Table 3. Noncampaign participation in New 
Haven: by number of activities. The four 
activities were as follows: talking about New 
Haven politics and local affairs with friends; 
letting local officials or politicians know what 
the respondent would like them to do about 
something he was interested in; having any 
contact with local officials in the past year; 
engaging in any activity in connection with 
some local issue or local problem, political or 
nonpolitical. 

Category % N 

Most participation (4 activities) 3 15 
High participation (3 activities) 9 46 
Medium participation (2 activities) 17 89 
Low participation (1 activity) 32 168 
Least participation (no activity) 39 207 

Total 100 525 
. 

.. 

among individuals from "better" resi- 
dential areas than among those from 
poorer areas. 

For want of a better term, let us refer 
to citizens who are relatively well off 
with respect to income, social standing, 
education, occupation, or residence as 
the "better-off." To summarize, partici- 
pation in local political decisions is high- 
er among the better-off than among citi- 
zens who are less well off. 

For three reasons, however, the mat- 
ter is much more complex than this sim- 
ple statement suggests. First, all the re- 
lationships mentioned above represent 
statistical tendencies. For example, it is 
true that the more income one has, the 
more likely one is to participate in local 
political decisions. Indeed, with some 
kinds of participation the relation to in- 
come is quite striking (Fig. 1). But it 
is also true that 42 percent of our sample 
of registered voters who reported in- 
comes over $8000 were relatively inac- 
tive, while 17 percent of those with in- 

80% 

active active 

Index of locl ,ction 

Fig. 3. The more one participates in local 
affairs the more likely one :is eO hav.,' a 
high sense of political efficacy. 
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comes from $2000 to $5000 and 20 per- 
cent of those with incomes from $5000 
to $8000 were highly active participants 
in local decisions. 

Second, because the number of better- 
off citizens is inevitably rather small, the 
aggregate activity of citizens with smaller 
resources is often impressively large. In 
our sample of registered voters, for every 
citizen who reported an income over 
$8000, more than five reported incomes 
of less than that; in fact, almost half the 

sample reported incomes of less than 
$5000. Consequently, even though citi- 
zens with small incomes are much less 

likely to participate actively in local de- 
cisions than citizens with larger incomes, 
there are so many more in the first group 
that a smaller proportion of them can 
make up an aggregate greater than the 

group of participants with higher in- 
comes. For example, citizens with in- 
comes of less than $8000 a year outnum- 
ber those with higher incomes at every 
level of political participation, from the 
lowest to the highest. In fact, as Fig. 2 
shows, citizens with incomes of less than 
$5000 outnumber citizens with incomes 
over $8000 at every level of activity ex- 

cept the highest; one-fourth of the people 
in the most active category and nearly 
two-fifths of those in the second most 
active group have incomes under $5000. 

In the third place, the extent to which 

100% - 

80C/c ? 

60%o 4- 

40oo -1 

20o 4- 

the better-off citizens participate in 
decisions varies a good deal, depe 
on the nature of the participation. 
participate much more heavily in 

campaign than in campaign acti 
Even at the highest levels of cam 
participation, citizens with income 
der $5000 greatly outnumber ci 
with incomes over $8000; moreove 

proportions of the less well off ai 
much lower among the most activ 

ticipants than they are among th 
active participants. On the other 
the greater readiness of the beti 
to engage in local affairs outside 

paigns and elections shows up in a v 
of ways. Greater formal education, 
er income, higher social position, 
neighborhoods, and a white-colla 
cupation are all associated less stI 
with campaign participation than 
local action of the kinds summari; 
Table 3. 

Since the propensity among the t 
off to engage more in noncampail 
tivities than in campaign and ele 
activities evidently does not arise 
result of greater access to resc 

among the better-off, other factors 
be at work. 

Variations in political confider 
suggested earlier that an individua 
is relatively confident of success 
tempting to influence decisions is 

00%o T 

l 

60%o t 

=1 

3 

40%I + 

20%+ 

bubleaders Highly active citizens All registered Grade schoolonly High school Colleg voters 

Fig. 4 (left). Subleaders have a very high sense of political efficacy. (Solid bars) 
sense of efficacy; (striped bars) medium-high sense of efficacy; (open bars) low se 
efficacy. Fig. 5 (right). A sense of political efficacy increases with education, partic 
among non-leaders. (Vertical axis) Percentages of individuals with a high sense of ef 
(horizontal axis) education. (Striped bars) Registered voters; (solid bars) subl 

1344 

ilocal more likely to make the attempt than 

nding one who fears failure. Confidence in suc- 

They cess might vary with the specific political 
L non- situation; if you happen to be a friend 
vities. of the incumbent mayor and an enemy 
lpaign of his rival, you might reasonably be 
es un- more confident of success now than you 
itizens will be if his rival wins the next elec- 
er, the tion. However, confidence in one's ca- 
re not pacity to influence government officials 
e par- also seems to be a general, pervasive, 
e less stable attitude in an individual. Some 
hand, individuals bring into the political arena 
ter-off a durable optimism that survives oc- 
cam- casional setbacks; others are incura- 

rariety bly pessimistic. One of the most strik- 
high- ing characteristics of the activist in 

better politics is his relatively high confidence 
ir oc- that what he does really matters; by 
rongly contrast, the inactive citizen is more 
l with prone to doubt his effectiveness. A cit- 
zed in izen who tends to feel that people such 

as he have no say about what the local 
,etter- government does, or that the only way 
gn ac- he can have a say is by voting, or that 
,ctoral politics and government are too com- 
? as a plicated for him to understand what 
ources is going on, or that local public offici- 

must als don't much care what he thinks, 
is much less likely to participate in 

nce. I local political decisions than one who 
l who takes the opposite view (1). In short, 
in at- the more one participates actively in lo- 
much cal affairs, the more confident one is 

likely to be of his capacity to be effective 
in political matters (Fig. 3). 

Participation and political confidence 
evidently reinforce one another. A citi- 
zen with a high sense of political efficacy 
is more likely to participate in politics 
than a citizen pessimistic about his 
chances of influencing local officials. 
Participation in turn reinforces one's con- 
fidence. Evidently, as a citizen becomes 
more familiar with the operation of the 
political system and develops more ties 
with leaders, subleaders, and activists, 
he tends to assume that he can get the 
attention of officials for his views and 
demands. If he becomes a subleader he 
is likely to have a very high sense of po- 
litical efficacy (Fig. 4). Conversely, if 
one has little confidence in his capacity 
to influence officials, he is less likely to 

participate and hence never acquires the 
skills, familiarity with the system, and 
associations that might build up his con- 
fidence. 

There is, however, a second and close- 
ly related factor associated with political 

)High confidence that might loosely be called 
nse of 
:ularly the possession of "middle-class" attn- 
ficacy; butes and resources: a college education, 
eaders. above-average income, a white-collar oc- 
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Citizens with 
middle class 
resources 

_-*.> therefore ----j_ 

Participate Have political 
in politics confidence 

v--_- therefore (4-- . 

Citizens with 
working class 
resources: 

_, -- therefore --_.~ 

Failr to i Laock political 
participate confidence 

v--.. -_. therefore + .-. 

Fig. 6. Diagrammatic representation of the process of reinforcement (see text). 

cupation, and the like. One's level of 
education is particularly important (Fig. 
5). Among subleaders and registered 
voters alike, political confidence is higher 
among citizens with a college education 
than among citizens with a high school 
education; the relation is much more ap- 
parent among registered voters than 
among subleaders. 

Because the better-off citizens with 
"middle-class" attributes and resources 
are also likely to participate more heavily 
in political affairs, an important circu- 
larity develops that increases the influ- 
ence of the better-off and decreases the 
influence of the working classes. Each 
characteristic reinforces the other. Partly 
(though not wholly) because of his 
greater confidence in his capacity to in- 
fluence officials, the better-off citizen 
participates more actively in local af- 
fairs. As he participates and learns the 
ropes, his confidence grows. Then, partly 
because of his increased confidence, he 
continues to participate in political af- 
fairs. By contrast, the working-class citi- 
zen is more likely to have less confidence 
in his capacity to influence decisions; for 
this and other reasons he does not par- 
ticipate as actively. Hence, he fails to 
acquire the skills and associations that 
would give him the confidence he needs 
in order to participate more actively. 
The less he participates the more du- 
bious he is about his political influence; 
and the more doubtful he is, the less in- 
centive he has to participate and learn 

tranged from the men who governed the 
parties and alien to their problems and 
tactics. Today, two generations later, it 
is by no means unrealistic for the better- 
off citizen to be somewhat pessimistic 
about his chances of success in party 
politics and at the same time relatively 
confident about his capacity for influ- 
encing city officials in various other ways. 
In addition, control over the parties is so 
tightly held by a handful of people that 
even citizens who do participate in par- 
tisan activities seem to feel less confident 
about influencing decisions than those 
who participate in sectors where central- 
ized control is less manifest. 

Variations in alternative opportunities. 
Citizens also vary in the extent to which 
they use their political resources because 
of differences in their opportunities for 
achieving goals through means other 
than political action. In an affluent soci- 
ety dominated by goals that are typically 
sought through individual rather than 
collective action, citizens are confronted 
with a variety of opportunities for gain- 
ing their primary goals without ever re- 
sorting to political action at all. Essen- 
tially, this is why the level of citizen par- 
ticipation is so low. 

Some citizens, however, have fewer 
alternatives to political action than 
others. In New Haven, probably the 
most significant group whose opportuni- 

ties are sharply restricted by social and 
economic barriers are Negroes. 

Negroes are a small but rapidly in- 
creasing minority in New Haven. In 1950 
they comprised 6 percent of the popula- 
tion. During the next decade their num- 
ber more than doubled, while the white 
population declined by a sixth. In 1960 
Negroes comprised nearly 15 percent of 
a total city population 7 percent smaller 
than it had been in 1950. 

In 1959 Negroes made up 9 percent of 
our sample of registered voters. Because 
the sharp increase in Negro population 
reflects both a heavy birth rate (and 
therefore a disproportionate number of 
individuals too young to vote) and ex- 
tensive migration into New Haven from 
other parts of the United States, it is 
impossible to judge with confidence from 
data now available whether the propor- 
tion of registered voters is lower among 
eligible Negro adults than among whites. 
It is reasonable to suppose, however, that 
adult Negroes who move into New Ha- 
ven are slow to register even after they 
have satisfied the residence requirements 
(one year in the state, six months in the 
city). Hence, the registered Negro voter 
is likely to be a Negro who has been in 
the community for some time, and who 
is therefore aware of the opportunities 
and barriers in city politics as compared 
with nonpolitical areas of activity. 

Although discrimination is declining, 
in the private socioeconomic sphere of 
life, New Haven Negroes still encounter 
far greater obstacles than the average 
white person. They find it difficult to 
move from Negro neighborhoods into 
white neighborhoods. In 1950 they were 
still concentrated in a few Negro ghet- 
tos; about 40 percent of the Negro pop- 
ulation lived in one of the city's 33 
wards, the Nineteenth, where three out 
of four persons were Negroes. Many 



There is no discrimination against Ne- 

groes who wish to vote; they have par- 
ticipated in elections for generations. 
Though they are a relatively small mi- 
nority, both parties compete vigorously 
for their support. Partly because of their 
votes, Negroes are not discriminated 
against in city employment; they have 
only to meet the qualifications required 
of white applicants to become police- 
men, firemen, school teachers, clerks, 
stenographers. Negroes also share in city 
patronage, city contracts, and other fa- 
vors. Because both parties nominate a 

Negro to run as alderman from the Nine- 
teenth Ward, the Board of Aldermen al- 

ways contains one Negro. In 1954 Mayor 
Lee appointed a Negro as corporation 
counsel; in 1960 he appointed a Negro 
to the Board of Education. 

In comparison with whites, therefore, 
Negroes find no greater obstacles to 

achieving their goals through political 
action but very much greater obstacles 
in the sphere of private socioeconomic 

activity. Consequently, it is reasonable 
to expect that Negroes will employ their 
resources to a greater extent in political 
action than the average white person 
does. 

This hypothesis is strikingly confirmed 
by the evidence. For example, when we 
asked our sample of registered voters, 
"Assuming the pay is the same, would 
you prefer a job with the city govern- 
ment or with a private firm?" only 37 

percent of the white voters said they pre- 
ferred a city job, as compared with 64 

percent of the Negroes; 38 percent of the 

Negro voters said they would like to see 
a son enter politics, as compared with 
27 percent of the whites. 

What is even more impressive is the 
extent of Negro participation in politics, 
at least among those who register. Al- 

though slightly less than one out of ten 

persons in our sample of registered voters 
was a Negro, among citizens who par- 
ticipated most heavily in campaign and 
electoral activities nearly one out of four 
was a Negro; in the next most active 

group one out of six was a Negro. With 

respect to local action generally, the 

percentages of Negroes in the two most 
active groups were 24 and 16 percent. To 
look at the matter in another way, 44 

percent of the Negroes in our sample 
were among the two most active groups 
of participants in campaigns and elec- 
tions, as compared with 20 percent of 
the whites (Fig. 7); 38 percent of the 

Negroes were among the two most ac- 
tive groups of participants in local af- 
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Least Low Medium High 

Least Low Medium High 
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Fig. 8. New Haven Negroes partic 
more than whites in local political 
generally. (Striped bars) Whites; 
bars) Negroes. 

fairs generally, as compared with 1t 
cent of the whites (Fig. 8). 

The position of the Negro in Nev 
ven helps to explain why the bett 
prefer to participate in nonpartisan 
rather than through the political pa 
An important incentive for routine 
ticipation in party activities is the 
pect of receiving favors from the 
particularly jobs, minor contract 
snow removal, printing, and the like 
large contractor who constructs I 

ings, streets, highways, and other e: 
sive projects is likely to participate 
through financial contributions 

through party activity. It follows th; 
parties must recruit their rank-ar 
workers in great part from groups i 
community to whom the prospect 
city job or a small contract for I 

selves, members of their families, or 
neighbors is attractive. To the bettc 
who have many other and better o 
tunities, a job with the city is likely 
much less attractive than it is to th 
well off. Now it happens that in a 

every major category of the city's 
tered voters, a majority would r 

I 
By 
education 

By 
income 

By index 
of social 
position 

0% 20% 30I 4 5 
tO 0% 20 o 30% 40%/ 50% 

Fig. 9. The better off a citizen is, th 
likely he is to prefer a job with th 
to a job with a private firm. Perce 
represent those who prefer a city jot 
index of social position is a two-faci 
dex based on residence and occui 

have a job with a private firm than with 
the city. But this preference is less 
marked among the rest of the popula- 
tion than it is among the better-off, who 
have attractive alternatives. By contrast, 
a citizen with a grade school education, 
low income, or a relatively low social 
position is just as likely to prefer a job 
with the city as one with a private firm. 

Mste The higher up the socioeconomic scale 
active 

one goes, the smaller is the proportion 
of those who express a preference for a 

ff air city job (Fig. 9). 

(solid Variations in rewards. As the preced- 
ing discussion suggests, citizens also vary 
in the value they attach to the outcome 
of a decision made by local officials. 

7 per- The bigger the reward they expect from 
a favorable decision, the more of their 

v Ha- political resources they are likely to in- 
er-off vest in trying to obtain the outcome they 
ways want. 
irties. The factors that affect one's evalua- 

par- tion of an outcome are numerous. As 
pros- I suggested earlier, citizens vary both 
city, in their objective situation and, because 

s for of differences in information, predis- 
? The positions, values, and identifications, in 
build- the subjective interpretation they put 
xpen- on events. The "pay-off" from a deci- 
more sion may seem immediate to one per- 
than son and remote to another; it may be 

at the specific or general, tangible or intan- 
id-file gible. Almost always there is a set of 
in the citizens who feel that they benefit more 

of a from the existing situation, whatever it 
them- may be, than from any of the alter- 
their natives urged by those who favor a 

er-off, change. The results expected from a 
Pppor- decision may vary from the concrete 
to be gain or loss of a job, a city contract, 
e less or a nomination to more abstract results 
lmost such as a better neighborhood, better 
regis- schools, cleaner politics, or a sense of 
rather personal satisfaction in having per- 

formed one's duty as a citizen (2). 
Unfortunately, our data from the 

survey in 1959 do not permit a direct 
examination of the effect on political 
activity of variations in expectation of 
rewards. However, it is possible to ap- 
proach the problem indirectly. We have 
a measure of "political concern" based 

upon the degree of interest in, and care 
about, politics that our respondents ex- 

pressed (3). Political concern may be 

regarded as a rough index of the re- 
ward, in a subjective sense, that the 

ie less individual expects from politics. As 
,e city might be expected, there is a very strong 
taThe relationship between the amount of po- 

tor in- litical concern a voter expresses and the 
pation. extent of his participation in local po- 
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litical activities of all sorts (Fig. 10). 
Among those who are most active, 72 

percent are highly concerned; this pro- 
portion steadily declines as the level of 

activity goes down, so that among the 
least active voters only 18 percent are 

highly concerned about politics. 
Political concern tends to increase 

with education and socioeconomic posi- 
tion. Hence, it might be thought that 

political concern is simply another re- 
flection of socioeconomic position. 
However, this does not appear to be the 
case; thus, when the education factor is 
held constant, although the relation be- 
tween political concern and political 
activity is somewhat less marked, it is 
still strong. 

A second though somewhat more un- 

satisfactory way of estimating the 
amount of reward different individuals 
receive, or expect to receive, from 

politics is to determine the extent to 
which they think the community is fac- 

ing problems that may require action 
by the local government, such as re- 
development, traffic, parking, education, 
and the like. Both the number of prob- 
lems different voters cite and the num- 
ber on which they have more or less 
definite views may be used as a crude 
index of the benefits they expect from 
political action. Here, too, the relation- 
ship is quite strong. For example, among 
the most active people in local affairs, 
55 percent mentioned three or more 
problems and only 13 percent men- 
tioned less than two problems; among 
the least active people the figures were 
almost exactly the reverse: only 15 per- 
cent mentioned three or more problems 
and 57 percent mentioned less than two 
problems (Fig. 11). Among the most 
active voters, eight out of ten had views 
on two or more problems, whereas 
among the least active voters only three 
out of ten had views on two or more 

problems. 
A few citizens use their political re- 

sources to such an extent, over such a 
broad range, and with such a relatively 
high degree of skill that they might 
properly be called political professionals 
-even though they carefully cultivate 
the appearance of amateurism. To the 
professionals and the incipient profes- 
sionals, the rewards from political ac- 
tivity are evidently very high indeed. It 
is impossible to say precisely why this 
is so, but several aspects of the objective 
situation and the subjective perspectives 
of participants are worth emphasizing. 

The most relevant aspect of the ob- 
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Table 4. Political participation among citizens 
who belong to four or more organizations. 
Number of those who had completed 12th 
grade, 54; others, 30. 

Education 
Partici- Partici- Less than Completed 
pation 12th grade 12th grade 

(%) (%) 

High 47 46 
Medium 43 37 
Low 7 15 
None 2 
No answer 3 

jective situation of a political partici- 
pant is this: in a city such as New 
Haven the number of highly rewarding 
positions, judged by the standards of the 
great middling segments of the popula- 
tion, are few. The mayoralty is the key 
prize and only one person in the city 
can be elected mayor. There are other 

prizes, but the number is not large. 
Hence, at any given moment only a tiny 
number of people in the middling seg- 
ments can have any hope of gaining re- 
wards greater than those offered by 
careers in private occupations. For any- 
one who is not yet a member of one of 
the middling segments of the com- 

munity, the chance of competing suc- 

cessfully for the chief offices are slight. 

o100 

80o 

60% 

40% 

20% 

In sum, there are only a few large 
prizes; the only contestants with much 
chance of success are those from the 

middling layers who are prepared to 
invest their resources, including time, 
energy, and money, in the task of win- 

ning and holding the prize, and a full- 
time alternative career must be tempo- 
rarily abandoned. Hence it is not to be 
wondered at that the number of profes- 
sionals is small. 

Now one of the most obvious require- 
ments of the professional is that he must 
have an unusual capacity for cultivating 
and sustaining personal relationships in 

great profusion. It is characteristic of 
leaders and subleaders that they are 
active in many more organizations than 
are ordinary citizens. In a sample of 280 
New Haven subleaders, seven out of ten 

belonged to four or more organizations; 
by comparison, only one out of six 

registered voters belonged to as many as 
four organizations. Moreover, what is 
characteristic of leaders and subleaders 
is also true of the political activists 

among the registered voters: the more 
a voter participates in local political 
life, the more likely he is to participate 
in other forms of community organiza- 
tion (Fig. 12). Now the propensity for 

joining organizations is partly a func- 
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Fig. 10 (left). Citizens who are highly concerned about politics participate more in 
local affairs than citizens who are less concerned. (Striped bars) Less concerned; (solid 
bars) highly concerned. Fig. 11 (right). The more civic problems a citizen is aware of, 
the more he participates in local affairs. (Striped bars) Respondents who mentioned less 
than two civic problems; (solid bars) those who mentioned two or more civic problems. 
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Fig. 12. The greater the citizen's part 
tion in organizations, the greater hi 
ticipation in politics. (Striped bars) 
tered voters (N = 525); (solid bars) 
bers of four or more organiz 
(N = 89). 

tion of socioeconomic factors tha 
also associated with participation i 
litical life; organizational membeI 
are higher among the better-off 

among the worse-off. However, we 
not explain the relation between I 
cal participation and other forn 
n~rtcir;nt;rn mororlxr hsr7 cavirn tlhn 

and exhausting. He must interact with 

great numbers of people, cultivate 
friendships with as many as possible, 
and convey the impression that he en- 
joys meeting them all. To work with the 
zest and energy necessary for success, 
probably he must actually enjoy this 

proliferation of human contacts. If a 
citizen does not enjoy the process of 

cultivating friendly, though not always 
very deep, relationships with a great 
variety of people, he is not likely to find 

political life highly rewarding. 
Mast In a recent doctoral dissertation at 
active Yale (4) Rufus Browning presents a 

good deal of interesting evidence about 
ticipa- the nature of some of the politician's 
R par- rewards. Using measures of the strength 
megm- of certain presumed motivations that 

ations have been labeled the need for achieve- 
ment, the need for affiliation, and the 
need for power, Browning finds that the 
more influential politicians he studied 

it are displayed a relatively high need for 
n po- achievement and a rather modest need 

rships for power, in comparison with less in- 
than fluential politicians and with business- 
can- men not in politics. What is perhaps 

politi- most interesting, however, is his finding 
ns of that the more influential politicians had 

hnth a relatively low need for affiliation. This 

and that variations in participation are 
related to variations in resources, po- 
litical confidence, alternative opportuni- 
ties, and rewards. 

The more resources one has (income, 
education, occupational standing, social 
standing, and so on), the more one is 
likely to participate. However, because 
the number of better-off citizens is small, 
citizens with smaller resources generally 
outnumber the better-off citizens at 

every level of political participation. 
The more confident one is of his 

capacity to be effective in political mat- 
ters, the more one participates actively 
in local affairs. This relationship tends 
to strengthen the influence of middle- 
class citizens and to weaken the influ- 
ence of working-class citizens. 

The fewer the alternatives a citizen 
has to politics as a means to achieve his 

goals, the more likely he is to participate 
actively. Thus, in New Haven, Negroes 
are among the most active participants 
in local affairs. 

The greater the rewards a citizen re- 
ceives or expects to receive from politics, 
the greater is his participation. Thus, the 
more "concerned" he is over politics, 
the greater is his participation. And the 
more "nroblems" he thinks the com- 


