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TO BO Equal by John E. Jacob 

MAKING DEMOCRACY WORK - 
If this November’s presi- 

dential election follows the 
patterns of recent national 
ballots, barely half of all elig- 
ible citizens will vote. A maj- 
or reason is structure bar- 
riers that make registration 
and voting difficult enough 
to discourage all but the 
most determined. 

Some states purge voter 
rolls just before an election. 
Others restrict voter registra- 
tion hours and require and 
require personal visits to reg- 
istration offices, almost al- 
ways during working hours 
when most people can’t 
show up. 

It doesn’t have to be that 
way. Election officials have 
to see their role as facilitating 
citizen participation in the 

electoral process, not dis- 
couraging it. 

Many states have laws that 
encourage broader participa- 
tion. Almost half have mail- 

in registration. Others allow 
state agencies to register cit- 
izens that come to them for 
other services, such as driv- 
ers’ licenses. And some 

deputize community groups 
to register voters. 

This last is an important 
key to generating citizen par- 
ticipation, but it is too often 
neglected by local election 
authorities wary of aggres- 
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sive voter outreach pro- 
grams. 

The likelihood that the next 
president will be chosen by a 
slim majority of eligible vot- 
ers questions the legitimacy 
of our political institutions. 
President Reagan, for exam- 

ple, made sweeping chang- 
es in government policies 

without a clear mandate 
from the people — only about 
a fourth of eligible voters 
cast their ballots for him. 

So American democracy 
needs a heavy dose of glas- 
nost in the form of voting 
reforms that make voting as 

simple and as convenient as 
it is in other western demo- 
cracies. 

One big step forward 
would be universal postcard 
voter registration, in which 
every citizen could simply 
mail in a postcard and au- 

tomatically be registered to 
vote. 

Another would be to pro- 
vide resources to community- 
based groups to encourage 
citizens to vote. It takes 
friends adn neighbors to get 
people to the polls and to 
educate them to their citizen- 

ship responsibilities as well 
as to their own self-interest 
in voting. 

Most of the half of the 
electorate that doesn’t vote 
is drawn from the poor, mi- 
norities and the dispos- 
sessed. Traditionally, they’ve 
seen politics as a game for 
the affluent with little in it for 
them. Many feel hopeless 
about the future and about 
the possibility for meaning- 
ful change. 

And many just don’t see 

the connection between vot- 

ing and their daily struggle 
for affordable housing, 
health care, and jobs. 

Jesse Jackson helped 
break through the barriers 
of hopelessness and get 
people excited about this 
campaign, but the big task 
now is to transfer that inter- 

est into participation in the 
process that elects candi- 
dates at all levels of govern- 
ment. 

People need to see that not 
voting is in itself a form of 
voting — it’s a vote for the 
status quo, for reduced mi- 
nority influence, for contin- 
ued powerlessness. 

The media are pretty good 
at informing citizens about 
personality conflicts and 
some of the big issues in a 

campaign, but they’re less 
good at showing the connec- 
tions between voting and in- 
fluencing public policy. Com- 
munity groups, churches, 
and neighborhood organiza- 
tions, have to fill that gap, 
and work hard between now 
and November 8 to get evry 
eligible voter registered and 
voting. 
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GET OUT THE VOTE 
As the date for the presi- 

dential elections. November 
8, 1988, draws near, the 
challenge and the responsi- 
bility for voter mobilization, 
particularly in the African 
American and in other racial 
and ethnic communfties 
across the United States, 
take on a crucial sense of 
urgency. We need to contin- 
ue to emphasize the impor- 
tance of the upcoming elec- 
tions. 

On the issues of domestic 

and foreign policy, we have 
a vested interest in helping to 
determine the future course 

of this nation. The saying, 
“The hands that once picked 
cotton can now pick the 
President of the United 
States” is a true saying. 
The problem of the lack of 
voter education and aware- 

ness in racial and ethnic 
communities could be re- 

sponsible for the perpetua- 
tion of the current Reagan- 
Bush policies. It is for this 

THE REAL ISSUE IN CAMPAIGN ’88 
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With the critical November 
election less than a month 
away, the presidential cam- 

paign appears to have been 

sidetracked to such periph- 
eral “issues” as patriotism, 
pollution, the Pledge of Alle- 
giance, and Dan Quayle’s 
military service. Mudsling- 
ing, carefully stage-managed 

reason that we will be giving 
considerable attention 
through Civil Rights Journal 
on the necessity to “get out 
the vote” on November 8th. 

I have just returned from 
the 18th Annual Legislative 
Weekend of the Congression- 
al Black Caucus in Washing- 
ton, D.C. The theme of this 
largest gathering of African 
American leadership was 
“The Struggle Continues: A 
Look Into the Future.’’ 
Throughout all of the work- 
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shops, forums and brain- 
trusts, there was a common 
sense of urgency and re- 

sponsibility that something 
has to be done politically as 
well as economically to stop 
the devastating trends of the 
Reagan-Bush years against 
the interest of the African 
American community. 

One publication that was 

distributed during the Con- 
gressional Black Caucus ses- 
sions was "The Future of 
African-Americans to the 
Year 2000” published by the 
Congressional Task Force on 
the Future of African Amer- 
icans, chaired by Congress- 
man Melvyn M. Dymally 
(D-Cal.). Dymally in the re- 

port stated, "Its most tren- 
chant finding is that if we 

continue as we have in the 
past, the American eco- 

nomic, social, and political 
systems iwll not adequately 
meet the needs of African- 
Americans, and they will not 
ever share fully in the abun- 
dance of this ladn. To over- 
come this dreadful potential 
future, dramatic new policies 
will have to be undertaken, 
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photo opportunities and 
catchy TV sound bites have 
eclipsed the real issues of 
concern to the American peo- 
ple, and have reduced the 
campaign to little more than 
atmospherics. 

The key issue facing the 
American people, black and 
white, is the economy or, 
more specifically, how to im- 

prove this nation’s economic 
performance so that all citi- 
zens can benefit. 

While some economic sta- 
tistics may appear rosy, it is 
instructive to look at today’s 
economy in comparative 
terms. Today’s inflation may 
appear low in relation to the 
late 1970s, but it is still twice 
as high as the average of the 
years 1947-1967. In 1987, 
some experts gloated that the 
unemployment rate fell to 6.1 
percent, but between 1947 
and 1973 there were only 
two years in which the unem- 

ployment r<ae reached the 
1987 level. Moreover, be- 
tween 1980 and 1987 the 
rate of growth of productivity 
was half as great as bet./een 
1947 and 1973. 

Nor is this all. Hourly earn- 

ings, adjusted for inflation, 
have dropped 4.5 percent 
since 1980, a direct result of 

sluggish productivity, resid- 
ual inflation from the 1970s, 
and a grcwth in the work- 
force due to baby boom dem- 
ographics. Real family in- 
come has grown slowly since 
1973, while the number of 
families living at the poverty 
rate has edged upwards 

Even more distressing is 
that the proportion of blacks 
in poverty rose from 31.; 
percent in 1986 hy a full two 

points to 33.1 oercent in 
1987; Hispanics b°low the 
poverty line rose from 27.3 
to 28.2 The poverty rates for 
the population as a whole 
dropped slightly from 13.6 
to 13.5 percent. In the last 
eight years, black m^'in 
income has declined, while 
the income gap between 
blacks and whites has in- 
creased. Moreover, 43 per- 
cent of all black children 
under 18 are officially classi- 
fied as poor, and the black^ 
unemployment rate is 15 per- 
cent. 

Another disturbing trend is 
the widening gap between 
rich and poor, and the shift 
of wealth from young adults 
to older Americans. Tradi- 
tionally, succeeding genera- 
tions do better than their 
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