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Take a Personal Opinion Poll

Throughout this booklet, you will find survey questions that challenge
you to consider your relationship with representative democracy.
While the booklet explains some of the strengths of our system, the
decisions are up to vou. Use the scorecard at the end of this brochure
to calculace your answers and determine whether America’s system of
democracy meets your expectations.

Circle the number that most closely matches
how you feel about the statement.

STRONGLY AGREE
1

Circle the number 3 if you don’t have strong feelings about the state-
ment. However, if you agree strongly that representative democracy
works, circle number 1. Similarly, if you completely disagree, choose
number 5.
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STRONGLY AGREE  NEUTRAL
1 3

Legislatures are far from perfect. Yet amid all the conflict and confrontation
in politics there is also ongoing cooperation and consensus. Although
these points of agreement are sometimes not as well-publicized as the
disagreements, they have led to many extraordinary legislative
achievements over the years.

The next time you take a trip in your community, think about some
of the following ways in which government affects your everyday life.

* If you travel on the highway or rake the bus, remember that
federal and state funds help support transportarion.

* If you spend time in public parks, keep in mind that
your elected officials set aside these recreation areas.

* When you go to the bank to withdraw money, you can rely
on your money being there because the federal government
regulates financial insticutions.

* If you buy vitamins, cosmetics, or prescription medications,
you can be confident that they meet federal standards for safery.




When Congress takes up issues—Ilike the education of children, the
quality of the water we drink, or the government’s responses to natural
disasters—our representatives and senators do their best to improve the
quality of individual lives and to strengthen our nation as a whole.

What is hard for many to understand is that representative
democracy can work only if people participate. You may
assume that a lack of participation has no impact. But in

government, as in life, being passive has consequences.
It withholds potential energy from a democracy and, even worse, allows
the views of the few to affect the lives of many.

Blanket distrust and cynicism are the great enemies of democracy.
They make much more difficult the dialogue between represented and
representative, weakening our legislative institutions and undermining
our system of government.

Keeping America strong means going beyond proudly displaying the
flag or feeling moved during the singing of our national anthem.



For representative democracy to succeed and continue to solve the
problems we face, while still preserving our personal freedoms, everyone

must actively participate. Some ways to support our democracy are
relatively easy:

1. Vote. Have a say in who represents you.
2. Stay Informed. Educate yourself about current political issues.
3. Discuss Politics. Show interest in solutions as well as problems.
4. Don’t Go It Alene. Join with groups who share your point of view.
5. Get Involved. Work to help solve problems in your community.
6. Be Heard. Stay in touch with your clected officials.
Your ideas are welcome and they count. The process of reaching
agreements and passing laws in our system of government takes time.
It requires patience and tolerance for differences and disagreements,

as well as a willingness to compromise. Once you understand how
the democratic process works, you can ensure that your voice is heard

and become effective in making a difference.
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country, and legislators must resolve
values and interests fai

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE U HEUTRAL
1 2 3

Throughout life many of us feel most comfortable with people who

share our views. We naturally gravitate toward a circle of friends who
are lile us. You may recall times, however, when certain political issues
seemed to have obvious answers, but your views didn’t win out. How
is that possible, you might ask, when most of us agree?

What some people think:
The public mostly agrees on what is right so Congress should simply
pass the laws that the people want.

How it really works:

There are many different opinions in our society and typically very
little agreement except at a general level. For instance, it's easy to agree
that we want better schools or better financing for health care. The
hard part is selecting the best methods and details that will accomplish
these goals most effectively. It is the job of Congress to find common
ground among various points of view. That way, it can pass laws that
work well and that benefit the most people.

Have you ever wondered?
Why do we think there is more disagreement in Congress than there
is in most families, friendships, and workplaces?



Consider this:

You are president of your local neighborhood association and many
residents are raising concerns about the increased speed of the traffic
on residential screets. Many children ride their bicycles after school; you
want to do something to slow down the cars before someone gets hurt.

You call a special meeting of the association to rally support before
approaching the city council to request speed bumps. You're surprised
when several neighbors show up and raise objections to speed bumps.
They are angered you have made the assumption about what everyone
wants. They say speed bumps will damage their cars, needlessly slow
down fire trucks and ambulances, and devalue their homes. You are
surprised that not everyone in your neighborhood agrees with your
point of view.

Representative democracy is about similar challenges:
Few issues are simple or cleat-cut. America is strengthened by the

perspectives of the wide variety of people within it. Burt this diversity
also means that as an individual, your views won’t always prevail,
because others might have valid, but different, desires and goals.




Think about this:

The surprising truth is that there is far less consensus in the country

than is often thought. Surveys of Americans on current political issues
reveal that most years there is little agreement on what the main issues
are, let alone what specific steps should be taken to address them.

If we fail to recognize the wide range in beliefs and opinions that people
hold, we will not understand the difficulties facing a democratic gov-
ernment as it tries not only to reconcile conflicting views and needs,
but also to face the hard truths of limited resources. It is important to
build relationships of trust with our elected representatives so that we
can work out our differing points of view.
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Think about this:

Very few Americans will ever contact their members of Congress

to convey their thoughts about the kinds of laws they’d like to have
passed. Unless nearly everyone in a state agrees about a particular
issue—which rarely happens—one of the best ways for lawmakers
to know what people care about is to check with interest groups.
These groups focus on the various sides of current issues and stay
in touch with the views of their membership.

There is power in numbers and organization. People who join with
others to encourage the passage of laws they want are likely to
have more influence. It is important to keep in mind that there are
many people with strong views different from yours who are also
attempting fo get laws passed. While your position will be
represented and heard, it may not prevail. But the larger and more
involved your group is, the more attention your representatives are
likely to give it.



QUESTION

The number and diversity of special
ensure that all sides of an issue are

STROMGLY AGREE AGREE  NEUTRAL

1 2 3

Ask Americans whether special interests have too much influence, and
you might feel as if you are in an echo chamber. Everyone seems to
believe the other side is better represented, and many people feel that
special interests can undermine a clear public consensus.

What some people think:

Members of Congress are the servants of special interest groups that
only look out for themselves, not the will of the regular people. A few
big interests run the government.

How it really works:

There is an organized group for almost every policy interest that anyone
might have. Particularly on the major issues, the number and diversity
of organized interests help ensure thac the merits of all sides of an
issue are heard, and no one group comes out ahead every time.

Have you ever wondered?
If I join a group that fights for what I believe in, will I have a better
chance of persuading my legislator to vote for what I want?
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Think about this:

Most of us think of our own inferests as representing the public will. It's I
i usually other people’s desires that we view as “special inferests.”

Yet, nearly 8 in 10 Americans belong to an organized group with a

policy agenda, and about 40 percent of adults are members of two or more
groups. Even without formally joining an organization, many individuals
identify with a particular group. An African American citizen, for example,
might not belong to the NAACP, but might nevertheless sympathize with the
group’s platform.

Even though some big groups have money and can get a lot of
attention, legislators also hear other points of view from smaller
interest groups, executive agencies, legislative staff, the media, and

concerned individuals. Because special interest groups often disagree,
representatives must closely consider the policies each group supports, i
discuss them with their constituents and other legislators, and then use

their judgment when casting a vote in Congress.




3 National Federation of Independent Business

7 Chamber of Commerce

ional Beer Wholesalers Association

Q National Association of Realtors

al Association of Manufaciurers

Source: Forrune, May 2001
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, ntly inherited the post of chair of your community’s Outdoor
Festival and Concert, and along with it, a giant headache. Neighborhood
SrOUPS afe Protesting your committee’s request for a permit to close
First Avenue for the two-day event because t-’h'i:_s.tre@f is a main thor-
oughfare for automobile traffic. Furchermore, these groups ate scill
angerefl'by the late night concert noise, unruly crowds, and trash chat
spilled over into other ne hborhoods last year. However, the business
community—wiich ':prom&cs the financial backing for the festival—
wants the festival to stay in the same area as last year.

Community leaders ask your committee to work on a compromise
everyone can live with. After meeting with local businesses and resi-
dents, you discover that everyone is willing to give in a little. In the
end, the compromise results in plans ta lold the festival on nearby
Third Avenue, end the concert an hour earlier, and provide extra trash
containers and security guards in the area. Tocal businesses will set
up a hotline for neighbors to report any disturbances.

Representative democracy is about similar challenges:

Our country is strengthened by che diversity of people within it. It's
not easy te ome [0 an dgreement when there can be so
many tight answers and so many different desires and goals.
Tt is only '.'th:r:ﬂugh. compromise that most agree-m.enté' can




Think about this:

The U.S. Constitution resulted from a number of major compromises—
including the “Great Compromise” of having both a House and a
Senate—and has proved an enduring document.

Legislators must continually discuss competing views, attempt to reach
solutions, and alter proposals until they can foster a majority. This is
not politics at its worst, but politics at its best.

Debate, negotiation, and compromise are essential for arriving at a
common ground that represents the opinions and interests of as many

people as possible. In this way, consensus is built. This is what represen-

tative democracy is all about.




Take on Democracy

| QUESTION e ek e
The basis of representative der
is public involvement and par

STRONGLY AGREE | AGREE WEUTRAL
1 | 2 3

History is full of examples of ordinary people who have had a major
influence on our political system, even from its very beginning.
James Madison was neither rich nor powerful, and had never been
considered a great speaker. Nevertheless, Madison was sent in his
Jate 20s to represent Virginia in the Continental Congress of 1780,
He rose to the occasion and became not only a key figure at the
convention, but also the main architect of our system of government.

There are several modern examples of individuals who have made a
difference. People like Rosa Parks, who fought racial segregation and
refused to sit at the back of a public bus, or Howard Jarvis, who started
a property tax revolt in California.

In every community and every state, there are stories of people who
have worked within the system and pushed for change. One example
is Candy Lightner, who helped form Mothers Against Drunk Driving
after the tragic death of her 13-year-old daughter.

All of these people were ordinary citizens who made a difference.
They felt passionately abour a particular macter and decided that
something needed to be done. They presented their case well, proved
persistent, enlisted the support of others, and brought about
important change.




Get involved:
Now it’s time for you to take some action and get involved. You can

start by learning more about the issues currently being debated in your
community. Take some time to review your local newspaper or search
for Internet sites where you can read about these issues and how they
affect you and your family. If you feel strongly about an issue, write
or call your legislator and share your point of view.

Congress deals with many of the issues that affect you every day.

If you would like to learn more about how Congress works and how
to get involved in your government, one source is the Center on
Congress Web site at congress.indiana.edu.

To contact your U.S. representative and senators, or to find out what
issues they are working on, visit the House and Senate Web sites at
www.house.gov or www.senate.gov. You can also reach them through
the Senate switchboard, (202) 224-3121, or the House switchboard,
o2 225 31071

Members of Congress really do want to hear your views—your ideas
do count.
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SCORECARD

Go back through the pages and add up the numbers
you gave to the questions you answered. Write down
your scores below and add them together for a total.
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You appreciate and are trustful
of representative democracy.

QUESTION
L

You have a few questions,
but mosily feel the system
works for you.

You seriously question whether
elected officials act in your interes

Your have doubt in our system of
| representative democracy.

You have difficulty frusting our

[0 || system of representative

democracy.
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Find Out More about Representative Democracy

The Center on Congress at Indiana University
congress.indiana.edu

Center for Civic Education
www.civiced.org

Trust for Representative Democracy
National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL)
www.ncsl.org/trust

For In-Depth Reading
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