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This book joins a small hrumber of empirical studies about
direct democtacy and, specifically, the town meering. Frank
M. Bryan is author, coauthor, or editor of 11 books, includ-
ing Politics in the Rural Stases (1981) and The Vermoni Papers:
Recreating Democracy on a Human Scale (1989). Here, he
unveils an incredible set of discoveries that fills 2 major gap
in the literature on democracy and the rown meeting. Other
prominent scholars who have rackled some of these salient
issues are Joseph Zimmerman ( The New England Town Meet-
ing 1999) and Jane J. Manshridge ( Beyond Adversary Democ-
racy. 1980), both of whose works ate referenced extensively
in. Real Democracy,

Bryan has performed yeoman's work in this landmark com:-
parative study of town meetings that hasevolved aver three
decades from 1969 to 1998. With help from his studencs as
a part of their course responsibilities, he designed a frame-
work for data collection and analysis of 1,435 Vermont town
meetings held in 210 different towns (p. 266). Typically, his
research teams would observe and document approximately
50 town meetings each year. One example of a significant
finding from this massive longitudinal study was that “on aver-
age only 20 percent of the town’s registered voters actended
their yearly town meeting . . . and only 7 percent of them
spoke out” (p. 280). Collecting data from hundreds of these
towns is 2 temarkable feat because they often meet simulra-
neously in March, causing a logistical problem. Before Zim-
mermans book; there were no aggregate data on attendance
rates of the New England rawns.

To analyze this huge set of data, Bryan employed stan-
dard sratistical techniques of multiple regression, correla-
tion coefcient, and the Gint index. In addition, he erafted
several original indices, for example, the raw best demac-
racy index (RBDI) and the conrrolled best democracy index
{CBDD. He and his students identibed 238,603 aces of
participation by 63,140 citizen-legislators that form the basis
for this study.
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The author argues thar whae happened a1 a own meet-
tng in Athens, Vermont, i 1992 was not unusual or 1an-
dom, of even very unigue, bur real demvocracy, In the Uniwd
Staees, town meetings have predared seprasentative govern-
migne, He further claims: “Tt s accessible v every ciuzen,
coded ia law, and conducted re ;,ui,uh in over 1,000 wwns.
tn my state of Vermont citizens in more than 230 wowns
mees ay feast onee each year w pass faws governing the
wwn” {p. 3. Moreover, using the ward “democracy” o
thean 4 representative system is, as Roberr Dbl concluded,
“ant inteflecrual hmdu.zp {Dshl, *The Ciry in the Fawre
of Democracy,” Amerivaon Palitienl Seivsce Heview 6} gI)uunv
ber 1967]: 953695 Real demoiracy for Brvan happons
only when eligible citizens of @ geneeal puspose government
ﬁmamm as the legislative body. They st meet o a dolib-
erative, faceto-face 1 follow the faws
and other decisions they have made. I thoir visible abora-
wry, real democrcies evolve in berwr ur wore fovms amd
promore good and bad polivies. Real democraey funerions
best v.h(n those who dw

all are able w participate .

Bryan states that the pm"mw of s hook i quate mod-
st to ke the puess work oun of f‘x“d;&::‘ic el thiags we
ought w know dmut real demmeracy” tp. 181 His remark-
able comparative study of Vermont rown meetings ana-
yzes dats about réal demecracy sever before asseibled.
Somne of his key questions are dhe following {p. 18): What
percentage of tegistered voters attend and -*pmk’ What
tssues are discussed and what Is the lengrh of meetingsi
Pro a Few persons domimate? Are ther sigsificant differ-
enees botween women's and men's particpation? How much
conflice occurs? Do officers dominare dixussion?

The bunk is 4 comphex blend of the authors own coior
ful and witty partial Aumbmgxphv withs hiy persiseent effore

assembly wnd .1mu

i A LO TTRUTY 26C citizens and

to conducr both a qlmnum tve ard q«m’ics:;w analysis of

Vermont town mectings. Tis organizationsl steserure inddudes
4 pwmu and inmroduction, which explain his purpose,
passion. and methodology. Me abso ntegrates o meaning:
ful comparison berween Atherian democracy (300 na}
and thiat in Athens, Vermuont, where ¢ former also includes
the “dewmes™ {139 small village governmentsh, What follow
are 11 fascinating chaprers, including an essav on the town
merring (2 well-documented hisrorical scesene thay tmce
the image and reality of the American expertence with m.d
democracy through ali forms of lieranoe), Another chap-
ver introdutes the veaders to several wown profifes and the
imporance of size; fwo chapters each are devored to
atendance, ;mt:!i; wik at the merdng, and equality and
women's participasion; other »h;‘p(ms include ssues and
parm )[y\mm, best and worst cases of wwn mx,‘z‘:?mf' prag-
tices, and a wmlmwn o their purpose and fuvare, Read-
ers abso may comsul 4 thorough and weful lab seport &
www UVM/ ~fhryan.

Numerous insigheful findings appear throughour shis sem-
inal work: “[Ofne diing I cerain: community she must

B36 Forspectives on Politics

fead the avempt 1o build @ working model of real dem
racy” {p. T2 Sire marrers: “When we take into acooul
curvilinear propertics, the vze variable Is excremely poy
ful, expluning 58 permm of the variance in atendanee
wwn meeting, As far as citizen presence i concerned;
demoeracy works best i small towns, OF this there s
doubt” {p, 813, In addidion, "Beyond meedng size; by
are the maost important determinane of discussion ar
meeting” {p. 233).

Smr(f‘-mg for :;5‘;&}”&“1.1:771)13& boils down 1 differencp
eresteey and thie anthors discrerion. For example, thereis
snesdinate arsunt of iig'r;iﬁr-mr and juley mmmumary‘
many of the chaprers’ wpmus foainies that could perl
b Beteer inzeg mmd frie the main body rexe, thereby o
ing ='z*c beak more reader friendly, Anothe: oprion wel
con w locate some vl the more wehoieal ables, pﬁ
geres 1 @ mothods-orientvd appendix i

the
iy Amu.'ﬁ teaders ).
specrive audience for this significant book
erse, incinding political scientists fand 1
advanced w ndms,nduaw and graduate couw
democratic theory and sate and focal gove
et as well as appoimied and elecred local o
officiats. It ali would naturally appeal to community;
ucighbarhood advocaces and general readers who aie sig)
concerned abour the futare of American democragy.
The ireay is thar Real Desacnacy is very strong ond
parisons within Vermonr but has only a few passing el
e 5o tie other New England staves. Maine, for oxmpl
has twice as many towas and still revains the pure
ey i most of its sovallest wowns, Howeser, an appoid
execurive, the town manapen has bren grafted oam
craditions! boand of selectman-town meeting form in
of iss communities. Thete are oter thomy tssues: Isy
Fected by the growth of saff and profession
managurenit ? Bx the wen meeting o fusury enjoved by ¢
; ueder 2,300 in popu]axmn' How many m
hoas the represengn
rown weetimg bave agourred 0 the New England s
Frank Beyan hag upc,md the door of his archive (which
will cortainly continue to mine for even more “jewels™);
will thereby chlienge other scholus w venwre beyond
resenrative democtacy and join him in the warch for;
upderstaiding of the real democracy dar mose mod
dav polites! scientists have bypassed.
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