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In studies of political tolerance, the least politically 
tolerant are consistently the less educated and less politi-
cally sophisticated. For example, one study found that on a 
civil liberties scale designed to measure overall support for 
First Amendment rights, only 24 percent of high school 
graduates earned high scores, compared with 52 percent of 
college graduates.17

Such findings have led some observers to argue that 
elites are the protectors of our democratic values. 
According to this view, the highly educated and politically 
active are the ones who guard the democratic process from 
the mass of citizens who would easily follow undemocratic 
demagogues (like Adolf Hitler). Critics of this theory say 
that educated people simply know what the politically 
correct responses to polls are and therefore can hide their 
intolerance better. In practice, the mass public’s record has 
not been bad, and some of the worst offenses of intolerance 
in our history, from slavery to the incarceration of the Japa-
nese in America during World War II, were led by elites, 
not the mass public. Nevertheless, the weight of the 
evidence does indicate that democratic political tolerance 
increases with education.

Participation

One of the most consistent criticisms of Americans by those 
concerned with the democratic health of the nation is that 
we do not participate enough. And indeed, as participation 
is usually measured, the critics are right. Figure 11.1 shows 
that for voter turnout in national elections, the United 

States ranks almost last among industrialized nations. 
Various explanations have been offered for the low U.S. 
turnout, including the failure of parties to work to mobilize 
turnout and obstacles to participation such as restrictive 
registration laws, limited voting hours, and the frequency of 
elections. We examine who votes and why in Chapter 14, 
but for now the fact remains that, among industrialized 
nations, the United States has one of the lowest levels of 
voter turnout in national elections.

Pause and Review:

Who, What, How
In a nation that claims to be ruled by the people, all 
American citizens have a stake in ensuring that “the 
people” are as close to being public-spirited ideal 
democratic citizens as they can be. It is also the case, 
however, that the primary incentive that drives each 
citizen is concern for his or her own interests, and 
that although many citizens do exhibit some of the 
characteristics of the ideal democratic citizen, they 
rarely exhibit all of them. Consequently, most citizens 
do not fit the model of the theoretical ideal. Those 
who do fit the model achieve that status through 
political education, the practice of toleration, and 
political participation.

In Your Own Words » Evaluate how well American 
citizens measure up to notions of an “ideal democratic citizen.”
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Figure 11.1  Comparison of Voter Turnout Among Select Nations
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