Native Voting In
Village Alaska
This paper summarizes in non-tabular
form
the results of study
a
of Native voting
behaviour in rural Alaska between 1958 and
1968.1 Election results from every precinct
corresponding to a community identified by
theFederal FieldCommittee for Development Planning in Alaska2 as “predominantly
Native” wererecorded on IBM cards. Separate cards were made for each precinct in
each general election year between 1958 and
1968. In addition to the results of the major
election contests, each card contained the
name of the community (which is synonymous with the precinct), its election district,
the totalnumber of votersin theprimary
election which preceded the general election,
and thepredominantethniccompositionof
the community, which was determined from
authoritativeethnographic
s0urces.%4~5.Information from these cards was transferred
to magnetic tape and processed by computer.
It should be noted thatthe resultant data
pertain only to rural Native electoral behaviour. Omitted from consideration are Native
voterswho
reside in urban areas, and in
predominantly non-Native rural towns (Skagway, Cordova, Valdez, Seward, Seldovia,
Talkeetna and elsewhere). The Federal Field
Committee for Development
Planning
in
Alaskaestimates
that somethingover
70
per cent of Alaska’s Natives live in 178 villages or towns that
are
predominantly
Native-places where
half or more of the
residents are Native. Another 25 per cent of
Alaska’s Natives live in. urban centres of
Anchorage, Fairbanks,Juneau,
Ketchikan,
Kodiak and Sitka. The remainder live in
non-Native towns and in one- or two-family
locations. It should also be noted that most
Native villages have
some
resident nonNatives whose votes are included in the
published precinct total. Inthe
cases of
Dillingham and Bethel, this non-Native
population component is sizeable.
NUMBER OF RURAL NATIVE VOTERS

Data show that 12,097 rural Natives voted
in the 1968 general election. This is 4,931
morethan voted in the general election a
decade earlier, and represents a 69 per cent
increase between 1958 and 1968. The number
of Eskimo voters almost doubled during this
period -from 4,485 to 8,640 -whereas
the number of Southeast Indian (Tlingit,
Haida,and Tsimpsian)voters stayed rela1,101 in 1958 to
tively constant-from
1,218 in 1968, or an 11 per cent increase.

Interior Indian (Athabascan) voters increased
from 1,186 in 1958 to 1,674 in 1968, and
Aleutvoters increased from 394 in 1958 to
565 in 1968, 43 per centand 41 per cent
increases respectively. The largestnumber
of Eskimos andInterior Indians voted in
1968. However, the largest number of Aleuts
and Southeast Indians voted in 1964.
NUMBER OF VILLAGES PARTICIPATING
IN ELECTIONS

The number of Interior Indian, Southeast
Indian and Aleut villages participating in
elections remained relatively constant between 1958 and 1968: elections were held in
29 Interior Indian villages in 1958 and again
in 1968; elections were held in 9 Southeast
Indian villages in 1958 and againin 1968;
elections were held in 10 Aleut villages in
1958 and again in 1968, althoughin 1962,
11
1964 and 1966 elections were heldin
Aleut villages. Therefore,the
increase in
voters from these cultural groups noted
above is attributable to populationgrowth,
heightened political interest, or both. The
situation is less clear in the case of Eskimo
villages, however. Thirty-three more Eskimo
villages participated in elections in 1968 than
in 1958 (the largest single increase in voting
Eskimo villages occurred between 1960 [74]
and 1962 [102]). Thus, the sizeable increase
in Eskimo voters noted above appears to be
largely explained by both population growth
andthe significant increasein the number
of villages participatingin elections.
TURN-OUT IN PRIMARY VS.
GENERAL ELECTIONS

No data are available on the turn-out of
registered voters in Alaska because the state
has had no voter pre-registrationrequirement.Neither can anyusefulestimates
of
turn-out of eligible voters be made in the
ruralareas because of the lack of reliable
data on agebreakdown of population. But
acomparisoncan be made of rural Native
turn-out in primary and general elections.
Suchacomparison
reveals that voterturnoutfor
primary elections is significantly
lower inSoutheast Indian villages than in
villages of the other Native groups. Among
all rural AlaskaNativevoters
the turn-out
for primary elections is significantly higher
thanthat in the UnitedStates as a whole
(50 per cent or less of general election turnout), with ratesrunning from 49 to 78 per
cent of general election turn-out.
DISTRIBUTION OF RURAL NATIVE ELECTORAL
STRENGTH (1968)

Rural Nativeelectoralstrength
is concentrated in northernand western Alaska
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where thereareno
sizeable urban centres
and manyscattered Eskimoand Aleut villages. In 7 election districts the Native village
vote constitutes 75 per cent or more of the
district total (nos. 12 [Aleutian Islands], 13
[Bristol Bay], 14 [Bethel], 15 [Yukon-Kuskokwim], 17 [Barrow-Kobuk], 18 [Nomel,
19 [Wade-Hampton]). Seven state legislative
representatives and 3 state senators are
elected from these
predominantly
Native
election districts (there is a total of 40 state
representatives and 20 state senators). In 8
of the remaining 12 electiondistricts the
Native village vote constitutes 27 per cent or
less of the total district vote (nos. 1 [Ketchikan-Prince of Wales], 2 [Wrangell-Petersburg], 3 [Sitka], 5 [LynnCanal-Icy Straits],
6 [Cordova-Valdez], 10 [Kenai-Cook Inlet],
11 [Kodiak], 16 [Fairbanks-Fort Yukon]),
and in 4 districts there are no predominantly
Native precincts (nos. 4 [Juneau], [PalmerWasilla-Talkeetna], 8 [Anchorage], 9
[Seward]).
PARTY PREFERENCE OF NATIVE VILLAGES

lages in individualelection
districts show
different degrees of attachment
the
to
dominant party. In the 1968 general election
in the seven election districts controlled by
Native voters, for example, villagers voted
solidly Democratic in four districts (nos. 14
[Bethel], 17 [Barrow-Kobuk], 18 [Nomel,
19 [Wade-Hampton]) and highly fragmented
their vote along party lines in three districts
(nos. 12 [Aleutian Islands], 13 [Bristol Bay],
15 [Yukon-Kuskokwim]).
The figures themselves offer no clues to
the reasons for shifting party preference.
Party loyalty may, in fact, be very weak in
a number of villages; village voters may be
influenced by important issues or strong
personalities; or village voters may be receptive to intense local campaign efforts.
Gordon Scott Harrison
Institute of Social, Economic and
Government Research
College, Alask,a
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Although thedata show aclear over-all Winter Observations of
preference for the Democratic party in rural
Mammals and Birds
Native precincts, they also show thatthe
patterns of partypreference are not static. St. Matthew Island
In 1968, for example, 60 villages (38 per
cent of the total) registered a Republican or Remote and uninhabited St. Matthew Island,
noclearparty
preference. This compares lying 60"30'N. 172"30'W. on the continental
with 30 such Republican or competitive vil- shelf of the Bering Sea, is infrequently
lages (19 per cent of thetotal number) in visited in summer and very rarelyseenin
the winter. The only signs of past human
1966, andonly 1 1 (7 percent of the total
number)in 1964. Of the 54 villages which habitation arethe wind-tornremains of a
World War I1 naval observation station and
registered aRepublicanpartypreferencein
the five general elections between 1960 and the rectangular depressions of a couple of
1968, 26 did so inonly one of these elec- Eskimo house pits, of undetermined age, on
tions. Of the 17 Eskimo villages that in- the southwestside of the island. The last
dicated a Republican party preference in known visit tothe island was during the
1960, only 9 did so again in 1968. The vil- summer of 1966.1

