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The Democratic Turnout ‘Problem’
There has been much debate over whether or not individual citizens have a prima facie duty to vote in democratic elections (Morris Jones, 1954; Lomasky and Brennan, 2000; Brennan, 2009) and, if so, whether this duty is properly enforceable by the state, through some system of compulsory voting that fines abstainers (Hill, 2002a, 2006; Birch, 2009; Lever, 2009, 2010).
 According to many advocates of compulsory voting, such a scheme is necessary in practice to realize fully the ideals of democracy, understood in terms of the universal and equal inclusion of all citizens in the decision making process (Lijphart, 1997; Engelen, 2007). That is, these authors believe that compulsory turnout can be justified because it is the only means to secure the near universal turnout that is necessary for a well-functioning democracy. My purpose in this paper is to dispute this claim, by arguing that high levels of turnout are not necessarily democratically better than low levels of turnout.
 This does not, of course, mean that there may not be other reasons to want high levels of turnout or even compulsory voting. One might desire higher turnout not because it is more democratic but because, for example, one thinks that it will increase the likelihood of substantively just legislation or foster a sense of civic community among the citizens.
 These other justifications are untouched here; my concern is simply with the requirements of democracy.
My motivation is to resist one particular set of arguments for compulsory voting, but I want to do so by making a more general claim than simply that compulsory voting is bad. We might distinguish three distinct claims:

i) We should not compel people to vote, for instance because such compulsion is likely to undermine whatever benefits voting is supposed to realize or because coercion is inherently objectionable.
ii) We should not encourage people to vote, for instance because doing so is likely to undermine the benefits that voting is supposed to realize or because it suggests that the state is not appropriately neutral over questions of the good life.
iii) There is no reason to care whether more people vote (from a democratic point of view), because higher turnout is not necessarily democratically better than lower levels of turnout.
While one could hold any of these claims independently – for instance, one may think we should compel voting but that we ought not to merely encourage it (in ways falling short of compulsion) – the latter claims are generally stronger. There are many who worry about low levels of turnout, and think that we should do something to encourage people to vote, but who would resist compulsory voting. There are, of course, various ways that this can be done – for instance, through public education, attempts to increase social capital and civic engagement, or selective incentives for voters (Saunders, 2009a). Moreover, there are also some who worry that low levels of turnout are a bad thing for democracy, but hesitate about taking even these non-coercive routes to encouraging turnout. I take it, then, that the concerns expressed by claims i) and ii) are widely shared, even by those who think that things would be better, democratically speaking, if more people chose to vote.
This paper defends claim iii); that is, I shall argue that it is not necessarily a bad thing, democratically speaking, if turnout levels are low. The mere opportunity to vote is sufficient to realize the value of democracy, whether or not people exercise it. Indeed, there may even be democratic reasons for some not to vote, for instance if they are not affected by a decision. If I am right, this undercuts common justifications for encouraging voting (by compulsion or non-coercive means). A democracy in which all enfranchised turnout (or even vote) is not necessarily democratically better than one where not all do so. The argument is, in this sense, a strong one, because it does not rely on the negative side-effects of compulsion or other attempts to increase turnout, but maintains that low levels of turnout are not even a cause for concern.

It should be noted that this argument is, in two other senses, quite weak. Firstly, the claim is merely that it is not necessarily problematic if levels of turnout are low – high rates of abstention can be quite innocent. This is simply a theoretical point; whether low levels of turnout observed in any particular country – such as the UK or USA – is of a problematic sort or not would require empirical investigation. I do not intend to pursue such questions here; the point is merely that if low turnout is not necessarily problematic then the onus is on those who worry about low levels of turnout to do some empirical work to show that it is of the problematic sort. If the reasons why people do not vote are indeed problematic ones, then something should be done about them (Saunders, 2011, pp. 44-5).
 The reason for intervention in these cases is not, however, simply that turnout is low, but that turnout is low for particular, problematic reasons. Low turnout is not, in itself, cause for concern.
 Secondly, I am only evaluating turnout from the point of view of democracy. There may be various other reasons to favour high levels of turnout – for instance, we might think that political participation is part of the good life or that more equal and universal participation will better promote social justice. These arguments would require separate evaluation. My claim is merely that low turnout is not necessarily bad from the point of view of democracy.
Understanding ‘Democracy’
It will be necessary, before proceeding further, to say something about how democracy is here understood. Since my present concern is with turnout levels, rather than the definition of democracy, my remarks here will necessarily be somewhat stipulative. I intend them to be minimal enough to be consistent with many richer conceptions of democracy (Saunders, 2010a, pp. 149-50). My aim is to show that the very general concept of democracy does not require high turnout. There are, of course, particular conceptions of it that favour widespread participation. Nonetheless, even if one favours such a conception, it would be misleading to say that democracy simpliciter requires high turnout. One would need to argue why we should favour such a particular understanding, when a more minimal notion still seems sufficient to secure important democratic values (as I shall argue below) and anything more demanding will obviously require sacrifice of other values (since time that citizens spend in political participation cannot be devoted to their private ends).
I assume that democracy is essentially about rule by the people. Exactly how this is to be understood and realized is, of course, subject to much controversy. In modern, Western societies democracy at the national level only seems possible indirectly, the people ruling through elected representatives. Nonetheless, I take it that the people must, at least, have the chance to exercise their agency. This might be understood as thinly as allowing them to ‘contest’ decisions (Pettit, 1999), but is also compatible with their making decisions in a stronger sense, perhaps even directly (through referenda). A benevolent despotism is not a democracy though, even if the guardians rule in a way that is in line with the people’s interests and/or what the people want. Finally, I take it that what crucially differentiates democracy from oligarchy is the extent of the franchise. Reforms that have broadened the franchise, to the poor, women and blacks, have made the countries in question more democratic, insofar as power is extended to more of the people, rather than being confined to a few (wealthy white males).
Note that I do not think that democracy, at least conceptually speaking, implies either political equality or majority rule (Saunders, 2010a, pp. 149-50). These may, in particular circumstances, be the best ways of realizing democratic ideals, but they do not appear necessary. (Nor, of course, are they sufficient – a small group of oligarchs may decide how to govern the country according to what the majority of them wish, but that would not be democratic.) Strict political equality may in fact be unrealizable, given practical problems such as district-sizing and that representatives will always have more power than their constituents (Dworkin, 2000, pp. 190-4; Estlund, 2008, pp. 221-2). That an ideal cannot be perfectly realized in practice does not, however, show that we should not strive to approximate it as closely as we can. The desirability of political equality is open to question though.
 While ‘one person, one vote’ has become something of a dogma of many democracies, and proposals for unequal voting – such as J. S. Mill’s to give more votes to the educated – are widely viewed with suspicion, it is not obvious that any departure from political equality is necessarily undemocratic. One might think, for example, that people ought to have more or fewer votes according to the extent to which their interests are affected by a particular decision (Brighouse and Fleurbaey, 2010).
 Alternatively, we might give certain minorities, such as indigenous cultural groups, extra votes or guaranteed quotas of representation to prevent their interests from being neglected by the majority (Beitz, 1989, pp. 157-8; Arneson, 1993, pp. 137-8). I take no stance on the substantive merits of these proposals, but they need not be seen as compromising democracy for the sake of some other value. If we understand democracy simply as rule by the people then it does not – as a conceptual matter – require that all have equal votes, provided that all have some share of power.

One could not only deny that democracy necessarily requires equal votes for all but argue that it does not necessarily require voting at all. A commune in which all decisions were made by deliberation to unanimous consensus would be democratically governed, even if nothing like voting ever took place. Nonetheless, I do not intend to rely on such fanciful examples to support my case against high turnout. One could still maintain that, even though voting is not necessary to democracy, if it is used then everyone ought to be included. Moreover, issues of participation rates still apply even in deliberative groups (one could question whether they were so democratic if not everyone took part in the discussion). My concern will be with democracy as it is practised in modern, Western nation states and thus I take periodic elections to be one of its key features. My point here is merely that the very concept of democracy does little to determine its institutional form and is compatible with a range of different instantiations.
This sets out the descriptive features of democracy – the things that lead us to describe one regime as democratic and another as not so – but, it may be objected, it leaves out the more important questions of value, or what is good about democracy. Whether it is wise to seek a purely descriptive (or value neutral) definition of democracy has been the subject of much controversy. Obviously, such a definition suits political scientists, who can then engage in empirical studies (such as whether countries fitting the definition of democracy exhibit higher or lower levels of economic inequality), without first becoming bogged down in questions about which states ought to count as democracies. On the other hand, if the term is used entirely without its everyday evaluative connotations, then whether or not a given regime counts as ‘democratic’ becomes an uninteresting matter of stipulation. We might insist, for example, that a democracy requires an elected head of state, in which case the UK would not count as a democracy due to its hereditary monarch, but there would be no implication that the UK is any worse than countries, such as the US or France, with elected presidents. Similarly, if we simply stipulated that higher turnout made a country more democratic, in a value neutral sense, it would give us no reason to care about turnout levels. If we care whether low turnout is bad for democracy, it is presumably because we understand democracy as something of value.
Critics of evaluative understandings of democracy typically complain not only that it makes judgements of whether a given regime is democratic or not excessively controversial, but also renders questions about whether democracy is justified or not nugatory (e.g. Beckman, 2009, pp. 33-5). This, however, is a caricature. Those who hold that democracy is a value need not assume that it represents all good things. We may be faced with a situation in which we face a trade-off between democracy and some other value, such as individual freedom or economic justice, and we might well choose to sacrifice some democracy. The point is that, if we recognize democracy as a value, then we acknowledge that we are here engaged in a trade-off between values and that something important has been lost, even if it was a necessary price for something more valuable. Nor is ‘democracy’ thereby reduced to a vague or contentless term of commendation. To call a regime ‘democratic’ is to describe it as good in a particular way, just as when we call a person ‘honest’ or ‘charitable’ we are not merely praising them in some generic way but specifying a particular way in which they are good. There are many ways that a regime can be good aside from its being democratic, but my concern here is simply with the requirements of democracy. Nor, finally, should it be assumed that democracy – any more than other values – is always appropriate. Just as a person can be ‘generous to a fault’ or honest in a situation where some dishonesty might be more appropriate, there may be cases where less democracy seems better than more. This, however, is at least usually because there are other values at stake, and does not undermine the claim that democracy is presumptively of value.
How we resolve this conceptual dispute does not matter for present purposes. It does not matter whether we regard democracy as itself a value or simply valuable because it realizes other values, such as autonomy. I shall argue that low turnout need not undermine the value of democracy, where that should be understood either as a particular, distinctive value or as whatever other value is realized (constitutively or instrumentally) by democratic procedures. There are, of course, other ways that things can be good or bad that do not concern democracy. If the arts flourish in one country, but not another, the former may be better, but not democratically better. Thus, there may be other reasons to care about levels of turnout, which may even be sufficient to justify compulsion. My concern, however, is to dispute the claims (e.g. Lijphart, 1997) that measures to increase turnout, including perhaps compulsion, may be necessary to realize (the value of) democracy. I shall do this by arguing that (the value of) democracy is compatible with low levels of turnout.
The Franchise and its Exercise

Democracy requires a broad franchise, which is what distinguishes it from oligarchy. The crucial issue, then, is whether it also requires that people exercise their right to vote. That is, would a country with universal suffrage and high levels of turnout necessarily better realize the ideal of democracy than one with similarly universal suffrage but lower levels of turnout? I think not.
Democracy describes a certain constitutional structure. It refers to the group with ultimate power. It is, however, compatible with the people’s having power that they need not constantly be engaged in exercising it – indeed, I have assumed that they will for the most part delegate that power to elected representatives, who act on their behalf. We regard representation as consistent with democracy because the people exercise their power indirectly, through appointing representatives that will do as they want and removing those who fail to do so. The people have certain resources to influence or contest decisions between elections and, given that politicians know they will be held to account, they have incentives to listen to the people’s wishes. Thus, that the people do not exercise power in the day-to-day administration of government is compatible with their retaining ultimate power. This may be more evident if we compare it to some other constitutional structure. An absolute monarch is one whose decree is final. She need not be constantly engaged in micro-managing all of the affairs of state in order to be the ultimate locus of power – she can delegate administration to ministers without surrendering her power, provided that when she steps in her say-so is binding. So it is with the power of the people. They need not exercise it constantly, nor even on appointed election days every four or five years. It is enough that they can intervene if they wish. Government must be responsive to the expressed wishes of the people, but it need not respond to preferences that are not expressed and democracy does not require that all preferences be expressed.

If I am right, democracy requires not everyone’s actual participation but only that everyone has the opportunity to participate in collective self-rule. This is still quite demanding, for this must be a real and not merely formal opportunity (Williams, 1973; Radcliffe Richards, 1997). It is not enough for people to have the legal right to vote if, for example, they are unable to exercise it due to a lack of adequately accessible registration or polling stations, and their vote is not enough if it is rendered inefficacious due to the voting system or districting. These various obstacles render the opportunity to vote effectively meaningless, since the people cannot actually affect political outcomes as they wish. It is, of course, quite difficult to specify exactly what is required for the opportunity in question to be real and not merely formal. One might, for example, argue that an adequate level of education is necessary for one to be able to use one’s vote effectively. This difficulty reveals one reason why universal participation might be valued – since actuality shows possibility, it is the only way to show that everyone really does have the genuine opportunity to vote. This, however, is merely a practical and epistemic problem. I shall set aside these difficulties here. Though there may be no way to prove that it is the case, it is possible that everyone could have the genuine opportunity to vote without many of them actually doing so. My purpose is simply to show that, although the opportunity involved must be a genuine one, it is only the opportunity that matters.
 There is no need for a democracy to track people’s preferences if those people do not themselves seek to affect the process.

It may seem strange to attach so much importance to people having the right to vote, even when they do not care to do so. One might question whether democracy, so understood, would be of any value. In order to show that democracy is valuable, it needs to be shown that there is something good simply about the right or opportunity to vote, even if it is not exercised. Thankfully, this is not so difficult. An opportunity can be valuable for someone, even if it is not one that they actually want to take at a given time – or, indeed, ever. That I have the right to marry, for example, is valuable even if I do not in fact want to marry anyone. The right to vote may similarly be valuable because of what it means in counterfactual circumstances – if I felt strongly about some issue, or that my interests were not being adequately taken into account, then I would be able to influence the political process if I chose. 
We can appeal here to the values of choice identified by Scanlon (1998, pp. 251-6). He argues that being able to choose is valuable in at least three ways. Firstly, choosing may be instrumentally useful to getting what you want. If we are in a restaurant, for example, then you are probably best-placed to know what you like, both in general and on that occasion, so you would ordinarily be best satisfied if you choose your own dish from the menu. Secondly, there may be expressive or representative value in making the choice. Your partner may be able to better satisfy his desires with his own money than you can, but there is value in you choosing a gift for him, and this would be lost if you simply gave him the money or vouchers to spend for himself. Thirdly, there is symbolic value in being recognized as someone capable of choosing for yourself, rather than being treated like a child.

How do the values that Scanlon identifies fit the democratic case? It might be thought that instrumental value can only be realized if people actually exercise their votes. This is not, however, the case. As argued above, it can be valuable for people to have the power to affect decisions if they want to, even if they never in fact want to, because it means that they have the ability to protect their interests if they need to. Moreover, the very fact that people have this power can mean that those actually taking decisions are responsive to the people’s wishes, without the people even needing to exercise their right to vote. Thus, there is instrumental value in having the opportunity to vote, even if it is not exercised.
It does seem that expressive value cannot be realized without an actual choice, however. There is no value realized simply by the fact that your partner could have chosen a thoughtful gift for you; they must actually do so. Similarly, if expressive value has any place in politics, it requires not merely that people can participate but that they actually choose to do so. This, however, suggests one problem with proposals to increase turnout, namely that they may lead to people participating for the wrong reason.
 We can force people to perform acts that carry no expressive value, because all that matters is that the act takes place, whatever the person’s reasons behind it – if you only give me your money at gunpoint, for instance, then I still have your money. Where the point of an action is its expressive value, however, then even if I force you to perform the act in question – saying ‘I love you’ at gunpoint, for example – it does not carry the ordinary significance.
 Thus, even if we grant that there is expressive value in voting, which can only be realized when people actually participate, it is presumably dependent upon their proper motivations and arguably lost if they vote for the wrong reasons. Higher turnout does not necessarily result in more of this value, particularly if it is the result of coercion (or incentives to vote). Thus, those concerned with expressive value are not concerned with turnout as such, even if turnout is necessary for expressive value to be realized, and this value is unlikely to justify measures to increase turnout.

Finally, there is symbolic value in being recognized as one capable of voting or who ought to have the vote, even if one does not wish to exercise that right. It is true, of course, that casting a vote can also have symbolic value, as the first votes cast by blacks in the USA or South Africa – but that is often because it shows that one indeed has the right. The right to vote carries symbolic value above and beyond any value that actually casting those votes has, which in large polities is often very little.

That (genuine) opportunities themselves have value is recognized by Sen (1992)’s capability approach, which focuses not on the functionings that people actually achieve but those that they are capable of. There is a significant difference, he argues, between those who are hungry because they cannot get food and those who are hungry because they do not want it (for instance because they are fasting). Similarly, we might conclude that those excluded from the political process because they do not want to influence it are far less problematic than those who want to have an influence but are excluded by being denied the vote or because their votes are rendered meaningless by the electoral system. This seems particularly appropriate in the case of democracy. As Estlund (2008, pp. 76-8) observes, there is a difference between you doing what I want and doing what I say. Democracy seems to be a matter of doing what people say, rather than what they want, since the latter involves a substitution of your judgement for theirs and, even if you do indeed know their true interests or preferences, bypasses their control.
The relevance of the opportunity to participate can also be demonstrated by considering the republican notion of freedom (Pettit 1997, 1999), even though this is usually assumed to support an active citizenry. The republican holds that one is not free if one is dominated, that is subject to the arbitrary interference of another. This differs from traditional liberal understandings of freedom, insofar as it does not suppose the necessity of any actual interference in one’s actions to render one unfree. Rather, it is sufficient that someone else can interfere arbitrarily – in other words, someone having the opportunity to interfere arbitrarily renders one unfree. It is often maintained that the means to maintain republican freedom is for citizens to participate in democratic self-government. Though given individuals may be defeated on any particular measure, that the majority get their way is not an exercise of arbitrary power or domination. Republican freedom does not, however, require that all individuals actually participate in making all decisions. If the possibility of interference is sufficient to render one unfree, then surely the possibility or opportunity for independent self-government is enough to make one free. It may be that one chooses not to exercise this capacity, and goes along with what someone else directs, but this does not mean that one is dominated if one need not have complied. Where one has the right to direct one’s own life, one is surely not dominated and thus is a free person, whether or not one actually chooses to actively exercise this right or to accept the direction of others. Therefore, the republican need not insist that all do participate in democratic self-government, only that all have the right to, since this ensures that they are not dominated. It may be argued that if the people lose the habit of participation they will become corrupt or apathetic and less able to stand up for their interests when necessary, but this is an instrumental argument and does not show that universal participation is necessary on every occasion, only that people must participate sometimes in order to preserve their civic virtue.
Of course, none of these considerations show that only the opportunity to vote is of value. Someone may well respond that the opportunity itself is of value but that its exercise is even more valuable. The question, however, is whether the value is a democratic one. I can freely grant that there are other reasons to value high levels of turnout, for example it may show a society where people are public-spirited and engaged. It might also be that substantively just outcomes will better be promoted when all groups participate in the political process. Nonetheless, to appeal to such considerations is to value high turnout because it is indicative of citizen virtue or instrumental to social justice, not because it is more democratic. My point has been that the value of democracy is realized once all have the right to vote, whether or not they choose to exercise it. Those who have fought for the right to vote recognized that is was valuable precisely as a right, without necessarily supposing that they put themselves under a perfect obligation to exercise that right at every opportunity.

All of the People

I have argued that the universal opportunity to vote suffices to realize the value of democracy. It may be objected, however, that democracy is about rule by all of the people, rather than just some sub-set of engaged citizens, so anything less than universal turnout is democratically problematic. If this view is right, then low turnout does indeed fail to realize democracy. It must be noted, however, that the implications of this position are more radical than may initially be apparent.
Firstly, if we think that democracy requires all of the people to have a say, then it is unclear that universal turnout is sufficient to realize this. The defeated minority on any given decision cannot obviously be said to be ruling themselves on that very issue, since they voted against the law that came into effect. Of course, unanimity is unlikely, and where disagreement persists (even after deliberation, etc) it will necessarily be the case that some get their way while others do not. This may well give us reason to consider voting reforms, to ensure that all groups do indeed have some real chance of victory and none are de facto excluded (Saunders, 2010a). Nonetheless, unless we want to say that democracy is impossible wherever there is disagreement, then we need to accept that there is no loss of democracy when some people do not get their way. If some individuals are not actually going to get their way, then it is unclear why they need to vote at all. Their self-government hardly seems to be improved by casting a losing vote against the proposal that is in fact implemented (or, for that matter, an extra vote for the option that would have won anyway).

It may be said that this paints too individualistic a picture of democracy and that – since it cannot be about every individual getting what they want, for the very reasons just given – what democracy is really about is the demos or people as a collective being able to decide. This collectivist picture does not obviously support a need for higher turnout, however, for the same collective demos rules, whether or not each individual participates. If what matters is that some particular national group enjoys collective self-determination, rather than being under foreign rule, then it is not essential that I, as a member of that group, cast my vote, since if I do not then the decision is still made by other members of that group. The same demos is involved in ruling, whether or not all individuals take part. As we have seen, it is likely that some of those who do participate will still not get their way. In that case, either they are not self-governing or self-government is being understood not as willing the law but simply as playing a part in its creation or having the opportunity to influence its content. Once we recognize that casting one’s vote only ever amounts to having an opportunity to influence outcomes, however, it is not clear why merely having the opportunity to vote, and thus an opportunity to influence outcomes, should not be sufficient for one to count as self-governing. As argued above, the opportunity to participate in something, including the processes of political decision-making, can be valuable independently of whether or not one does actually participate.

Secondly, if democracy requires that all of the people participate then we need to specify the scope of ‘all.’ This raises what has become known as the ‘boundary problem’ (Goodin, 2007; Miller, 2009). Presumably it does not mean that every person in the world must participate in every decision. If that were so then no single country would be able to achieve democracy. It must mean all persons within some relevant group. After all, if higher turnout was always a better thing, then those seeking higher turnout should advocate extending the franchise more widely, for example to include foreigners.
 If everyone in the world had the right to vote in US presidential elections, for example, then the total turnout would surely be far higher, even if turnout rates fell. Perhaps some would be prepared to say that this would be more democratic, but that here is a case of democracy being trumped by other values. It is not clear, to me, what other values might be invoked to check democracy understood in this expansive fashion. I believe that, if democracy is about a people – in this case, the American people – self-governing, then a global franchise is less democratic, in so far as their control over their own affairs is limited by outside interference. An over-inclusive franchise may be less problematic than an under-inclusive one, but it still seems objectionable from the democratic point of view (Saunders, 2009b, pp. 317-8, forthcoming).
Those who want higher turnout do not, presumably, think that an election is more democratic simply because more people vote in it. Usually, since turnout is often expressed as a percentage of eligible voters who vote, what they care about is that those who are given the vote exercise it. Often it is simply taken for granted that the relevant group has been correctly drawn, so that all those who have the franchise are the ones who ought to participate, but this is far from obvious. While the boundary problem is logically distinct from the issue of turnout (Machin, 2011, p. 101), the two will affect each other, because who is enfranchised will affect turnout rates measured as a proportion of eligible voters who actually vote. It is not clear why we should attach any value to ensuring that all eligible voters cast their votes, if we are not sure that we have correctly drawn the boundaries of eligibility.
 It may well be that some of those who have the right to vote ought not to have been enfranchised (because, for example, they are not affected by the decision). Then there may be good reasons for them to abstain, both so that the decision is left to the group who ought to make it and because they have other demands on their time.
The expectations that we place on those enfranchised will also impact on who it is reasonable to enfranchise. If voting is voluntary, then the boundary problem becomes more tractable: it may be reasonable to risk over-inclusiveness of the franchise, in the hope that those who should not really have been included do not exercise their vote (Saunders, 2010c, pp. 73-4; Saunders, 2011, p. 44). If all who are enfranchised are expected – or, even worse, required – to vote, however, then we must be more careful not to extend the franchise too widely (while, of course, striving to include everyone who ought to have a vote). One who favours high turnout therefore necessarily ends up embroiled in the difficult problem of delineating the appropriate decision-making constituency (Saunders, forthcoming).
Disproportionality and Representation
Assuming for the moment that we can resolve the boundary problem, it is still not obvious why we should need universal turnout among the relevant demos. One common worry about less than universal turnout is that it is not simply low but often disproportional. If we allow people the choice, then certain groups are more likely to vote than others, and thus their interests are better represented in the political process.
 Suppose, for example, that older people are more likely to vote than younger people. If this is so, then politicians are likely to care more about the interests or preferences of elderly people than those of younger people, since a given number of old people represent more likely votes than the same number of younger people. This case may be particularly problematic if one thinks that the elderly are likely to vote on the basis of short-term interests and to under-value the interests of future generations. One might argue that there is a case for disenfranchising the elderly (Van Parijs, 1998). Even setting this aside, the effect of differential turnout rates could be likened to weighted voting (Lijphart, 1997, pp. 6-7), since 1000 old people represent more likely votes than 1000 young people. If the problem is disproportionality of turnout, rather than its being less than universal, however, then it may be possible to remedy this without requiring universal turnout (though that would, of course, be sufficient to ensure proportionality).
We must distinguish three different cases:

i) Some individuals being less likely to vote than others.

ii) Some social groups being less likely to vote than others.

iii) Particular, often disadvantaged, groups being less likely to vote than others.
The first of these does not seem problematic unless it leads to differences between groups. If turnout was only 50% but this was uniform across all social groups then it would not threaten the representativeness of results. This shows that, even if we accept that disproportionality is democratically problematic, universal turnout is not the only answer. A given individual’s abstention need not cause any problems if it is matched by others from other groups. The problem arises only when some identifiable groups are more likely to vote than others, which leads politicians to pay more attention to their interests. If we are concerned about the elderly having disproportionate influence because of their higher turnout rate, then a universal 100% turnout rate is one solution, but the disproportionality could also be addressed if we were able to ensure that the turnout rate was a uniformly distributed 10%.
 It has, for example, been suggested that the vote could be restricted to a randomly-selected cross-section of the population without affecting its representativeness (Birch, 2009, p. 26; Saunders, 2010d, pp. 12-3; López-Guerra, 2011). The same solution would also work if one was concerned only about low turnout among already disadvantaged groups. A randomly selected cross section of the larger population would be a portrait of the people in miniature and (on average) ensure that all sufficiently common features of the population were reflected accurately among the voters.
The idea that random selection ensures what we might call ‘statistical representation’ (Burnheim, 1985, p. 9; Sutherland, 2004, pp. 124-6) seems to depend upon the idea that someone sharing certain properties with you thereby represents these properties of you. The properties in question could be ascriptive characteristics, such as age, sex, or race, or they could simply be preferences over the policy in question. If the representative sample is a true portrait of the larger population, then the outcome of a vote amongst this sub-section will be the same as that among the whole population. I think that this is based on a defective notion of ‘representation’ though. There is indeed a sense in which a random sample can represent a larger population, but it is not the most relevant sense for politics. We do not ordinarily think that one person represents another simply due to their similarity, or identical twins would be the paradigm of representation.
 Rather, when one person is expected to act or speak for another, as in a court of law for example, the representative is normally authorised by a particular act of will, as recognized by Hobbes (1981, pp. 217-22 [ch. 16]). Similarly, when we want a representative assembly, the important thing is that its members are chosen by the population, not simply that they are similar to them in either ascriptive characteristics or preferences. As argued above, democracy requires the people to exercise their capacity for choice, whether in choosing policies directly or representatives to act on their behalf, and this need for choice cannot be bypassed. This reflects the fact, noted earlier, that it is about decisions following the people’s expressed wishes, with the people actively exerting an influence.
Now we come to the second case – is it democratically problematic if turnout rates are higher among some particular groups than others, say higher amongst the old than the young? Again, not necessarily. It may be that turnout simply reflects how concerned people are, and it has been suggested that those who are more affected by a given decision ought to have more influence over it (Brighouse and Fleurbaey, 2010). In this case, higher turnout from those who are more affected, and abstention from those who are unaffected, may help to ensure that the decision is taken by the relevant constituency, which will of course not be representative of the whole population.
 There are, in practice, certain problems with this line of argument because there are various reasons to think that turnout need not reflect the extent to which people are relevantly affected: people’s subjective levels of concern need not reflect the extent to which their interests are actually affected, or may simply reflect ‘external preferences,’ and turnout rates may also reflect other factors, such as the extent to which members of a given group are able to overcome collective action problems. If turnout among some groups is suppressed for these kinds of reason then that may be a problem, but note that the problem then is that turnout is low for democratically suspect reasons, rather than simply that it is low. Moreover, it must be remembered that not all of these problems are solved even by universal turnout, for the way that people vote may still be based on external preferences.

Thus, differential turnout between different social groups is not necessarily problematic, from a democratic point of view, but what of perhaps the most difficult case, where this exacerbates existing social inequalities, because the groups least likely to vote are already disadvantaged in society? I think that these cases are indeed problematic and no doubt something should be done. It is unclear to me, however, whether simply encouraging higher turnout amongst these groups is the best solution. The efficacy of such an approach would, of course, have to be tested by empirical studies. For my present purpose, however, it is enough to note two things. Firstly, this concern does not require universal turnout, merely some measure to address existing disproportionality – and that might even be more easily achieved by discouraging others from voting. Secondly, the motivation for seeking higher turnout amongst the disadvantaged is not distinctively democratic, but rather to promote social justice. One could, of course, connect the two. For instance, one might argue that democracy is justified only to the extent that it is instrumental to substantively just outcomes (Arneson, 1993) and that, because compulsory voting makes such outcomes more likely, democracy is only justified when voting is compulsory. This, I think, undervalues democracy. I have argued that democracy is valuable because it gives people ultimate power over their collective lives, but this value is quite consistent with many of them choosing not to exercise that power. There may be other reasons to value high turnout, but these involve appeal to values other than the mere idea of democracy, or seek illegitimately to extend the meaning of democracy to encompass all good things.
Conclusion
Higher turnout may indeed be a good thing in many ways. My concern, however, has been with whether it is a necessary requirement of a well-functioning democracy. I think not. It may, of course, be the case that low levels of turnout in Western societies reflect problems such as widespread apathy or disenchantment with disproportional electoral systems (particularly in the UK and USA) and these are problems that may require remedy. It is possible, however, for low turnout to be democratically ‘innocent’ – it may simply be that the people in question are content with things as they are or choose to abstain because they are not affected by the decision. Low turnout is not itself necessarily a problem. Nor is high turnout always democratically better. It would not serve democratic values if everyone attended the polls merely to abstain (or perhaps even to vote for extremists). None of this denies that there may be other reasons, such as a concern with social justice, to encourage higher turnout in our current circumstances. But, in so far as proposed policies, such as coercing people to vote, also involve costs, it is imperative that they are adequately justified.
 If high turnout is not necessarily democratically better than low levels of turnout, then compulsory voting cannot be justified on the grounds that it is necessary to realize democracy. Its advocates need to appeal to other reasons or show that there is something particularly troubling about present patterns of low turnout and that compulsory voting is the best way to address these problems. The debate over the justification of compulsory voting may continue, but in other terms.
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� Some jump rather quickly from the first claim to the second, e.g. Feely (1974) and Lacroix (2007).


� It should of course be noted that even compulsory voting rarely achieves truly universal turnout – indeed, where it is laxly enforced turnout rates may be no better than in countries practising voluntary voting (Hill, 2002b, p. 441). Those who want higher turnout presumably think it is better, ceteris paribus, the more people vote. Nonetheless, I tend to focus on whether even universal turnout is necessarily a good thing, since this should be the case most favourable to my opponents.


� A list of reasons, most of which I would consider not distinctively democratic, is given by Hill (2002b, p. 438). One that particularly requires comment is legitimacy (I thank an anonymous referee for prompting me to discuss this). This is often invoked by advocates of the need for higher turnout, but I am unclear how the argument is supposed to run. It is important to distinguish here between what might be called normative and descriptive senses of the term (Peter, 2009, pp. 56-7). The latter is simply about having a system that people perceive as legitimate and are disposed to obey, but this is consistent with non-democratic systems (e.g. theocracy). The former, conversely, seems to depend on notions of correctness, but it is possible that the input of many uninformed voters may actually be counter-productive to legitimacy in this sense. In any case, neither sense of legitimacy seems distinctive to democracies, much less to democracies with high turnout. The claim that either is better served by a democracy with high turnout would have to be established.


� To take a trivial example: if the reason you do not vote is because I have locked you in my basement, then this is objectionable and something ought to be done to protect your opportunity to vote.


� This directly contradicts Engelen (2007, p. 23), though in fact most of his concerns are not about low turnout per se but rather its disproportionality. There are other solutions to these problems than ensuring universal turnout, some of which are touched on below.


� It could be objected that the following proposals, although they involve unequal votes, do not violate the more fundamental political equality of citizens. This is true, but if political equality is understood only in this more general sense, then unequal turnout does not violate it either.


� Of course, this is most plausible when we are thinking of a vote on a particular decision. Since elections involve appointing representatives who will decide on a number of issues, it is much harder to argue that some people have more interests at stake in their result that others. Even then, however, we have cases such as cancer patients or nonagenarians, who are unlikely to live much longer, or those about to emigrate from the country in question or who are part of groups somewhat separated from mainstream society (e.g. the Amish, native Americans living on reservations, etc).


� I cannot dwell here on majority rule; for the case against, see (Saunders, 2010a).


� Indeed, may have thought it inappropriate to express certain ‘private’ preferences in the political arena.


� Hill (2002b, p. 449) defends compulsory voting on grounds of ensuring equal opportunity. I agree that universal compulsion is sufficient for this end, but insist that it is not necessary. See also Saunders (2010b).


� One reason to think this is that a democracy ought to respond to people’s expressed wishes, not to whatever they want (Estlund, 2008, pp. 76-8). Even with universal turnout, particularly if it is achieved through compulsion, many people might spoil their ballots. Many advocates of compulsory voting explicitly allow for such or even propose the introduction of a ‘none of the above’ option (Feely, 1974, p. 242; Engelen, 2007, p. 28 and 2009, pp. 218-9; Birch, 2009, p. 25). Thus, not all preferences will actually be efficacious. Surely, though, higher turnout is not democratically better if no more valid votes are cast.


� Alternatively, increasing turnout fails to increase what is of value, viz. voting. Contrast a world where 60% of people show up and cast informed, reflective votes to one where 99% of people attend the polls but still only 60% cast informed, reflective votes (the rest voting randomly or abstaining). I fail to see anything better about the latter from a democratic point of view. Thus, it seems to me that high turnout is not necessarily democratically better. It might be better if more people voted (in an informed, reflective way), but – as proponents of compulsory turnout freely admit (e.g. Lacroix, 2007, pp. 192-3; Engelen, 2007, p. 25; Birch, 2009, p. 22) – this cannot be ensured given the constraints of the secret ballot. It is worth noting, however, that there is some confusion as to whether current Australian law technically (though unenforceably) requires citizens to cast a valid vote, as opposed to merely attending to the polls (Hill, 2002b, pp. 448-9; Saunders, 2010c, pp. 74-5). 


� I owe this point, and the example, to Julia Tanney.


� Here I may seem to be retreating from what I earlier identified as the strong claim iii) to the weaker position i) or ii). In fact, while I think claims i) and ii) are on strong ground here, it is still possible to maintain iii). Higher turnout does not necessarily better  realize the expressive value in question, since that depends on why people vote and there may be high turnout for bad reasons, even without compulsion (for instance, if a racist agitator whips up popular support against immigration).


� Mill, for example, thought that, though it could be wrong on some occasions not to vote, voting was merely an imperfect duty. See Brown (2010).


� It has been argued that foreigners ought to have a vote on at least certain issues, such as border control. See Abizadeh (2008). Another possibility, which I cannot explore here, is enfranchising children. See Schrag (2004) and Beckman (2009, pp. 90-119).


� This can also be illustrated in reverse. One way to get close to 100% turnout is to disenfranchise those unlikely to vote. Indeed, non-voters can lose their right to vote in both Singapore and Belgium (Hill, 2002b, p. 442). Presumably, however, few advocates of higher turnout would wish to endorse such measures.


� There is some evidence, based on surveys in Belgium, that if compulsory voting were abolished then turnout rates between certain groups would be unequal – though not in fact between age groups (Hooghe and Pelleriaux, 1998, p. 423).


� Another possibility is to employ ex post weighted voting. For instance, if turnout among those aged 50-65 was 80% and turnout amongst those aged 18-25 was 40%, then we may give each vote in the latter category double weight to restore proportionality. I doubt both the desirability and practicability of such a proposal, but cannot explore it here. I owe the possibility to Machin (2010).


� These remarks draw on Goodman (1969).


� It may be questioned whether this point is applicable to elections, in which the choice of government affects many different issues, or only to single-issue referenda. I think that while the case for weighted voting is clearly weaker in elections, it is still possible to identify some groups as less affected, e.g. those who are almost certain to die or emigrate in the near future.


� It should be noted that nothing I say here implies that low turnout is necessarily better. I do not believe that compulsory voting is justified, because it involves coercing everyone for disputable benefit. My remarks are, however, quite consistent with more modest attempts to promote turnout, provided that they can be justified on other grounds. See Saunders (2010b).


� Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the University of Kent (March 2010), University of Cambridge (March 2010), and the Association for Legal and Social Philosophy annual conference (Southampton, April 2010). I thank those audiences, particularly Clare Chambers, Dean Machin, and Julia Tanney, along with three anonymous referees, for their comments.





