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    Preface


    I’m surprised that nobody has written this book before me. You’d think that in the United States, one of the largest functioning democracies on earth, someone already would have produced an issue-based, nonpartisan guide to the often mucky world of contemporary American politics. But nobody has — until now.


    I wrote this book to fill a void, the existence of which has been made all the more apparent by myriad mudslinging volumes in the Ann Coulter Michael Moore mold, books that are more about theater than ideas, that have more to do with misplaced hate than thoughtful contemplation of the issues ahead. In a world of sound bites and deliberate misinformation, a political scene that has become literally colored by what’s probably a false divide — blue vs. red — how is anybody supposed to get unadulterated facts? Now that TV news is increasingly partisan, newspapers decreasingly relevant, bloggers, YouTube newscasters, and PACs like Move On more potent, where can the average educated American find reliable sources? Well, hopefully, you can come here.


    Like many Americans, and like most Americans my age, I wasn’t active in politics or even very interested until a few years ago, even though I grew up in an intensely political environment. I have to fess up now: My dad’s been in the United States Senate since 1987. My uncle, my mother’s brother, was a two-term governor in our home state of North Dakota and became secretary of agriculture in 2008. My dad is a somewhat conservative Democrat; my uncle is a Republican. I myself was once a write-in candidate for soil conservation officer (Alice, I appreciate your vote). Yes, I know, it’s weird, but as my mom always used to say, we’re from North Dakota. Everybody gets to be something for a while. As long as you bring a hot dish.


    I’ve been privileged to see not only the insides of our political system but to experience many different political environments. North Dakotans are an unusual blend of conservative and liberal. In a state where George W. Bush got a bigger percentage of votes than in his own home county in Texas, our entire congressional delegation is Democratic. North Dakotans are middle-class, rural, and largely religious. I now live in New York, one of the richest, most urban, and least religious places on the planet. I grew up in Minnesota as well, a place with a perplexing mix of liberalism and conservatism that is still the only state where people think that a career in professional wrestling might plausibly qualify you to be governor. New England was home for several years, and I spend time in California. I’ve also lived in Italy, England, Morocco, and India, so I’ve been exposed to how a diverse array of people approach political issues.


    I became interested in politics when we invaded Iraq. I had studied Islamic art, Middle Eastern history, and Arabic in college, and I was shocked by how little even the media knew about the issues they were covering. I realized that they probably didn’t know much more about monetary policy than they did about mosques, and so I got more involved. As a historian by training and nature, though, my instinct is to do a lot of research and try to figure out who wants what and why — then write about it. It’s a way of working that has led to this book, which is essentially a political primer with a dash of anthropology and cultural history, rather than a diatribe by someone who decided long ago who she hated and what she loved. I’m still trying to figure that out.


    Personally, I’m not much of an ideologue. Because North Dakota does not require me to register to vote, I have no party affiliation. If I had one, I’d be a disappointed Democrat with a strong libertarian streak. In another era, I probably would have been a Rockefeller Republican. I loathe the entrenched political machines of both parties, which I think are dangerous and far too often misleading, manipulative, and fundamentally dishonest. So in that sense, you might say I’m a populist. My most politically informed friend calls me a pragmatist, and that’s about right. I get my undies in a bunch when people lie. I want things to work well. I think we probably should be nice to other people as much as possible, but I believe there’s such a thing as evil in the world, too. Mostly, I’m glad I don’t have to make these decisions. I don’t know what I would do about gun control, or the death penalty, or trade agreements, if it were up to me. Like most Americans, I’m conflicted on many issues. Writing this book gave me a lot to think about. My hope is that it will help you learn more about the issues, decide who you think you should vote for, and why.


    The most common response I got while writing this book was also probably the most telling. “A nonpartisan guide?” people asked. “How can you even do that?” I was always a bit baffled by that question. I don’t think it’s very hard to give people all sides of the story. Even if I have a personal position, it doesn’t mean I don’t see the other side’s point. I’m pro-choice, for example, but I understand the pro-life argument. I’m more than happy to present both viewpoints.


    After all, it’s up to you to make your own decisions. I’m just going to put all the pertinent information in one place, and I’ll describe who argues over what and why. I’m going to explain how systems can affect outcomes, and I’ll give you an insider’s secrets to decode political spin. While most chapters have a background section to orient you on how the various debates are framed, some chapters, such as the one on socioeconomic policy, are a grab-bag of issues that don’t share one common historical or ideological background. Some, like the chapter on trade, necessitate defining some basic terms, because you simply need to know a little lingo to talk about it.


    The chapters are arranged to reflect how Americans prioritize the issues. However, I begin with elections because they are necessary for everything that follows: it takes officials to enact policy, after all. Each chapter, however, stands alone. You may read the book from cover to cover, or you may use it as a reference and look up an issue or policy area if you want to learn more about something you’ve seen on TV or read in the paper.


    So if you read this and find yourself a little less confused when someone brings up wiretapping at a dinner party, or Iran over drinks, I figure I’ve done my job. If this gets you a little more involved, a little more interested, and a little more informed, I’m happy — because one of the things we can probably all agree on is that an engaged electorate is ultimately in everyone’s best interests.

  


  
    An Introduction to Political Affiliations


    When it comes to definitions in politics, nothing is written in stone. A label like “conservative” has meant different things at different times — and a conservative’s definition of “conservative” will be very different from a liberal’s. The definition problem is even greater for parties, which are made up of numerous smaller factions with various interests. It’s hardest to make generalizations about the two major parties, Democrats and Republicans, since they comprise the greatest number of interest groups.


    One way to distinguish between the two is by their attitudes toward government and the market. Republicans believe that the free market should be left alone and that government should get out of the way. Democrats believe that the market can be unfair and that government is needed to help people and to make the system work better. Another way to distinguish them is to look at what they believe government ought to govern: generally speaking, Democrats want to regulate economic life but stay out of individuals’ personal lives, while Republicans want as little economic regulation as possible but often support laws regulating moral behavior.


    Republicans are typically described as conservatives or right-wingers. There are various kinds of conservative: economic or fiscal conservatives concerned with reducing taxes and deregulating businesses; national security conservatives who promote a hawkish foreign policy; and social conservatives, who are chiefly concerned with values issues such as abortion and gay marriage. The Republican platform thus tends to focus on tax cuts, smaller government, “traditional” social values, and a strong national defense.


    Democrats are often called liberals or left-wingers. Liberals are also diverse in their viewpoints but broadly agree that government should be used to promote equal opportunity, through policies such as universal health care and an increase in the minimum wage. The Democratic coalition includes labor unions, the environmental movement, civil rights organizations, and the pro-choice movement. On foreign policy, liberals tend to be more internationalist, supporting strong diplomatic efforts before using military force.


    At least a third of Americans are independents, who are unaf-filiated with either major party. Some of them are moderates or centrists, with a mix of liberal and conservative views, depending on the issue. Most independents think they should vote for a candidate rather than for a party. Many end up being swing voters, up for grabs in a close race and courted by both Republicans and Democrats. Meanwhile, some moderates identify with one of the major parties, voting that way most of the time, but occasionally switching sides to support an appealing candidate.


    Libertarians basically want to be left alone. Their mantra is “Live and let live.” They favor a minimal government — often one that only provides for national defense — and very little taxation. Almost all oppose government interference in private life; for example, many support the legalization of drugs. Some libertarians wish to eliminate government’s role in the economy, aligning them with Republicans for the past few decades. Those libertarians who are especially opposed to legislation of morality have been voting Democratic in increasing numbers.


    Progressives are an emerging group on the left who seek to remake the Democratic Party, which they think has drifted too far to the right.Their numbers have grown through the Internet, blogs, and online organizing — often referred to as the netroots. They’re especially concerned with ending the war in Iraq, achieving energy independence, and promoting civil liberties and open, transparent government. The distinction between progressives and liberals can be blurry: many left-leaning Democrats, especially younger ones, debate what label to use and what it should stand for.


    Populist is often used to describe any philosophy or rhetorical style that pits the common good against special interests, the little guy against the establishment, and rural interests against urban ones. Populism is currently associated with certain issues, specifically trade protectionism and opposition to illegal immigration.
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  Elections


  [image: ] Both national and state elections are run by state governments; there is enormous variability in voting mechanisms among states.


  [image: ] Voter registration is thought to disproportionately affect minority, disadvantaged, and younger voters by making it less likely that they will vote.


  [image: ] Supporters of increased voter requirements worry about fraud; others contend that voter fraud is minimal.


  [image: ] Concerns have been raised over the security of DREs, or Direct Record Electronic voting machines, such as touch-screen machines.


  [image: ] McCain-Feingold was a major campaign finance reform bill passed in 2002 that targeted soft money contributions. Its effects are still being debated.


  [image: ] Gerrymandering is the practice of drawing congressional districts to influence the outcome of elections based on demographic information. Used by both parties, it can render some voters’ interests almost irrelevant and tends to help incumbents.


  [image: ] The Republicans’ Texas redistricting plan drew fire in 2003.


  [image: ] Democratic presidential nominations rely on primaries. New Hampshire’s early primary and the Iowa caucuses are especially important.


  [image: ] Republican presidential nominations are more centralized. The South Carolina primary is important, as are early nonbinding straw polls.


  [image: ] Many states have moved their primaries forward in order to gain more influence over the presidential nomination process, leading to an earlier Super Tuesday.


  [image: ] There have been calls to reform the Electoral College, which elects the president and vice president. Many would prefer direct election via the popular vote.


  Background to Current Debates


  Most Americans know that we use a simple majority system to elect senators and representatives, and many have heard of the Electoral College, but few of us understand how a candidate gets his or her name on the ballot, or even how ballots are counted and tallied. We know even less about the groups that maintain a continuing interest in how we choose our leaders on the local, state, and national levels. But almost every aspect of voting can be contentious. After all, how an election is held can strongly influence who is elected.


  Electoral processes are at the heart of democratic government, but they aren’t usually political issues because they are complex, are local rather than national, and vary by state, county, and even precinct. For some critics, this fact is in itself problematic; they feel a uniform national mechanism would be inherently fairer. Few of us are ever aware of any problems that may exist — except when a race is so close that irregularities could affect its outcome. That’s all the more reason to pay attention to elections before they go wrong.


  Every current debate about elections is somehow informed by the 2000 presidential race between then Republican Texas governor George W. Bush and Democratic vice president Albert “Al” Gore. Though the election was the most closely contested in decades, it was less anomalous than we might think. In fact, several elections in the 1800s were just as close and heavily debated, and had similarly vast repercussions on American history.


  An issue during the 2000 election that also caused difficulties in other elections was a conflict between the outcome of the popular vote and that of the Electoral College, one of America’s least loved and probably least understood institutions. The Electoral College consists of 538 electors, and they are the ones who actually elect the president and vice president, not the millions who cast their votes on election day. There is one elector for every US representative and senator, plus three for Washington, DC. So California has fifty-four electors, and Delaware has three. The way electors are nominated varies by state, but we elect electors loyal to a particular candidate by voting for them on election day. If you read your ballot carefully, you may see that it actually says “the electors for” the various candidates for president and vice president. Since their position is never disputed and there’s no contest for the position on the ballot, many of us simply never notice that we vote for electors, we just check the box next to their name. Electors meet forty-one days after the general election in their state capitol and (with rare exceptions) cast all their state’s votes for whichever candidate won a plurality of the popular vote in their state. A plurality just means the biggest percentage of votes; a majority means more than 50 percent.


  The Electoral College was created by the founding fathers as a last-ditch compromise on how to choose the president, one of the most hotly debated questions faced by the Constitutional Congress in 1787. Some wanted Congress to choose the president, thinking that they would be best informed and would choose the most qualified candidate; others argued for direct election by the citizens as a more democratic and egalitarian method. The solution was to have state legislatures elect representatives to the Electoral College, whose members would subsequently choose the president. Soon enough there was a problem: in 1800 Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr each received seventy-three electoral votes, so the decision passed to the House of Representatives, as dictated by the Constitution in case of a tie in the College. Jefferson won, while Burr went on to kill Alexander Hamilton in a duel. And you think today’s politics are cutthroat? The 1824 and 1876 elections were also decided by the House, both times electing someone who had not won the popular vote.


  In 2000 AI Gore won the popular vote by 600,000 but lost Florida and its twenty-one electors by only 937 votes. He lost the Electoral College 271-267. Early on election night, Gore appeared to be winning Florida comfortably, and major networks called the state in his favor. Experts often “call” an election based on projections: knowing some of the results, they use exit polls and statistical analyses to guess the remainder. But later that night, Florida was called for Bush, giving him a projected majority in the Electoral College, and he was declared the winner. The following morning, however, Florida was deemed “too close to call” and the entire election was thrown into limbo. The margin was so close that an automatic recount was ordered to determine the winner. Democrats were concerned that the recount effort was effectively fixed in advance because the official in charge was Republican secretary of state Katherine Harris, the co-chair of the Bush campaign in Florida. Harris’s boss was George Bush’s brother, Florida’s Republican governor Jeb Bush. Republicans responded that any recount would present opportunities for fraud — and insisted that the election was over and that Democrats were trying to steal it.


  Allegations of unfair voting practices flew thick and fast, and both sides filed lawsuits, but some of the problems weren’t necessarily partisan. Ballot design was an issue: one county used the now infamous butterfly ballot that made it quite easy to vote for a different candidate than intended. Some people realized their mistakes and ended up voting twice — voiding their ballot. Other conflicts erupted over how to count ballots marked by punch-card voting machines, which rely on voters using a metal stylus to punch holes into cardboard ballots; this is what created the notorious hanging chads, produced when the small piece of cardboard meant to be punched out did not detach completely. Some counties counted hanging chads as votes, while others did not.


  These mechanical issues led to political fistfights. Democrats said that voters’ intentions were what mattered, so all the ballots should be recounted. Plus, they proposed that disputed districts hold runoff elections, which they expected Gore to win. Republicans wanted to avoid this and countered that Bush’s victory should be deemed final. They also argued that a runoff would be unfair because it would alter the circumstances of the vote, and give runoff voters extra influence. Some accounts of the recount allege flagrant fraud, including the theft and destruction of ballots and the intimidation of election officials by angry mobs allegedly bused in by the Republican Party. Meanwhile, news reports followed the rising and falling vote totals like the stock market, and Bush’s margin of victory slowly shrank.


  It was unclear how the debate would be resolved: Would it be thrown to the House? In that case, Bush would surely prevail, as the House was Republican-controlled. There was no precedent for a national recount or reelection: the Constitution and federal statutes are both silent on this. Florida, meanwhile, had a self-imposed deadline for reporting its result. While the recount continued, so did the lawsuits. One reached the Florida Supreme Court, which ordered that the recount continue, and Bush appealed to the US Supreme Court.


  The Supreme Court’s 5-4 ruling in Bush v. Gore stopped the recount, judging it to be unconstitutional, and stated that no alternative method of deciding the vote could be found before Florida’s self-imposed reporting deadline.1 To Democrats, this was insane — how could determining the intentions of voters be unconstitutional? The Court’s opinion stated that since there was no uniform statewide standard for determining whether or not a vote was valid, the recount violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause. The real nail in the coffin, however, was the Court’s conclusion that there simply wasn’t enough time to come up with a new result. The Court split along conservative/liberal lines, leading most Democrats and some Republicans to say that the decision was partisan.


  There were several post-election analyses, and the consensus is that under the rules the Bush camp proposed to resolve the dispute before it went to the courts, Gore would have won, while under the rules the Gore campaign proposed, Bush would have won. Major press organizations asked the University of Chicago National Opinion Research Council (NORC) to conduct an investigation to determine what the outcome of a recount would have been. The NORC concluded that either Gore or Bush would have won, depending on how ballots were counted.2 Independent recounts by USA Today and the Miami Herald both showed that Bush would have won a hand recount of the disputed ballots, but that a recount over the entire state would have given Gore a narrow victory3. Basically more Floridians intended to vote for Gore than there were votes counted for him, indicating that had there been a runoff in various counties, the outcome probably would have favored Gore.4


  Many Democrats remain convinced that the election was effectively stolen. Democrats in government had one chance to challenge the Supreme Court decision by objecting to Florida’s electoral votes when they met — as they always must — to certify the election. Twenty representatives formally lodged objections, but these must be presented by both a representative and a senator to take effect, and no senators rose to register a complaint. This enraged many progressive Democrats, who found the official party response to the Florida debacle craven. Republicans, on the other hand, felt that justice had been served by leaving the original electoral results alone. In any case, Gore submitted to the Supreme Court’s decision, and George W. Bush became America’s forty-third president. After the problems during the 2000 election, in 2002 Congress passed the Help America Vote Act, or HAVA, which helped precincts replace punch-card voting systems and attempted to establish voting standards. The entire Bush-Gore experience led to more public scrutiny of voting mechanisms, and the extra attention has meant more partisan debates. Indeed, many voting issues, from registration to counting, are highly partisan. Some, like gerrymandering, aren’t partisan, but involve politically independent advocacy groups. But first let’s see how candidates become elected officials.


  Mechanics of Voting


  In most states, you have to register to vote, usually thirty to sixty days prior to election day. The rationale for registration is to prevent voter fraud by allowing state governments to keep track of who has voted, but it has had the effect of making voting harder, and therefore less likely, for many. Studies have shown that popular interest in a campaign peaks in the final two to three weeks before an election — but by then it’s too late to register in most states. Plus, registration laws disproportionately impact people who change addresses more often, especially the poor and less educated, as well as younger voters. Several states have same-day voter registration; a few have none at all. Calls for states to adopt same-day registration, which balances fraud prevention with accessibility, have grown in recent years.


  Both Republicans and Democrats make a point of helping likely supporters register, but many registration groups are nonpartisan and operate out of a sense of civic duty and political engagement. Many get out the vote programs provide transportation and/or child care to encourage voting among lower-income individuals, for whom it may be hard to get to the polls because they work several jobs, don’t have a car, or can’t find a babysitter. Ironically, voter registration itself is sometimes a conduit for voter fraud: voter registration services can selectively destroy or file applications. In 2004 such allegations in Oregon received national attention.5


  Voter suppression and voter intimidation are variations on voter fraud.Voter suppression often entails misinformation: people are told polls are closed, or that there are requirements for voting that don’t actually exist — like showing a Social Security card or a government-issued photo ID. Sometimes the intimidation is physical: a heavy, though fake, security presence may be displayed at polling locations, and sometimes voters are aggressively questioned outside the polls. Typically, voter suppression and intimidation target low-income, socially marginalized populations. There were reports that voter intimidation and suppression in Florida in the 2000 presidential election affected mostly poor African Americans, who were expected to vote for AI Gore. People for the American Way, a nonpartisan (though left of center) watchdog organization, asserts that voter intimidation occurs nationwide and “is not the province of a single political party, although patterns of intimidation have changed as the party allegiances of minority communities have changed over the years.”6


  Some of these actions are illegal under the Voting Rights Act of 1965, passed under Democratic president Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) to extend the franchise, or the right to vote, especially to African Americans in the South. The Voting Rights Act reflects what we perceive as the right to vote; however, no blanket right to vote is guaranteed by the Constitution. Subsequent amendments removed restrictions on the right for certain groups: African Americans (theoretically) in 1870’s Fifteenth Amendment; women in 1920’s Nineteenth Amendment. The Voting Rights Act permanently and nationally abolished literacy tests and poll taxes (payments) required in order to vote; these had been especially prevalent in the South as part of Jim Crow laws, which included forced segregation and numerous restrictions on African Americans. The Voting Rights Act forced some states, counties, and towns to pre-clear all changes in voting practices with the Department of Justice (DOJ). It also had a partisan impact, as African Americans shifted their allegiance to the Democrats, while formerly Democratic white Southerners began trending Republican.


  The Voting Section of the DOJ has faced scrutiny for its implementation of the Voting Rights Act. In 2005 the DOJ approved a program in Georgia that would require all voters to show certain kinds of ID at polling places. People who could not provide appropriate ID were to buy a twenty-dollar digital ID card. Republicans argued that it was a necessary measure against voter fraud, while Democrats feared it would make minorities less likely to vote. Low-income African Americans in Georgia are mostly Democrats, so Democrats saw this move by the Republican-controlled legislature as an underhanded political swipe. Under the Voting Rights Act, Georgia had to submit its changes in electoral practice to the DOJ. An initial internal report by the DOJ suggested that the Georgia ID requirement would dilute minority votes because significant numbers did not have the necessary documentation. However, section head John Tanner allowed the ID program to move forward. The Georgia law was overturned by an injunction; that decision was reversed. Then in 2008 the Supreme Court upheld an Indiana law requiring voter ID.


  The DOJ has also been accused of selectively implementing the 1993 National Voter Registration Act. The NVRA requires states to help welfare recipients register to vote; it also contains directives on who cannot vote. Some groups, most of them liberal, have argued that the DOJ has focused on purging voter rolls rather than registering voters; they contend that this is a partisan political effort because those people who are not registered and cannot vote are more likely to vote Democratic.


  Lately, allegations of voting irregularity have tended to fall on Republicans. But in many big cities from the mid-1800s to the mid-1900s, Democrats were often implicated. The political machines that ran urban areas were mostly (but not always) Democratic, providing jobs and other social services to recent immigrants in exchange for their votes and support. This was easier to monitor before our system of secret ballots was instituted: in those days, most votes were cast in public, without a booth. Reformers criticized the most infamous machines, such as New York’s Tammany Hall, for paying for votes or encouraging people to cast multiple ballots. As a result, the first voter registration laws were passed around 1900. In 1960, Chicago’s Democratic mayor Richard M. Daley was accused of running up votes for Democratic senator John F. Kennedy’s presidential bid. That election was very close, and many believe that Kennedy won Illinois, and ultimately the presidency, because of Daley. A number of investigations concluded that while there were some voting irregularities, they were minor and did not affect the statewide outcome; but the belief that Daley fixed the election was widespread. Kennedy’s vice president, LBJ, was accused of similar dealings in Texas, which was then predominantly Democratic.


  So we see two basic patterns to electoral disputes. The party alleging irregularities is always the party who just lost: the winners, of course, are content with the results. And since Democrats have tended to rely more on the votes of working-class and African American voters, they’ve had a stronger incentive to make voting more accessible; conversely, Republicans have been more likely to allege voter fraud and to support tighter restrictions on voting.


  Controversy has dogged many elections for the House of Representatives, as well. The number of representatives in Congress is currently fixed at 435; each state has at least one. The more populous the state, the more representatives it has: Wyoming gets a single at-large representative, whereas California has fifty-two. In states with more than one congressman or congresswoman, each represents a physical area of the state. Creating these districts is often a matter of extreme political debate because how districts are drawn affects who is elected.


  Congressional redistricting occurs every ten years, after the national census. The purpose is to ensure that each congressman or congresswoman represents the right number of constituents, and that each state has the appropriate number of representatives. Redistricting also occurs on the state level to determine districts that elect representatives to the state legislature. Gerrymandering is a much-maligned form of drawing congressional districts to influence the outcome of elections based on demographic information and past election returns, which can be used to predict the level of partisan support in a given area. It derives its name from a bizarre salamander-shaped Massachusetts district reluctantly signed into law by Governor Elbridge Gerry in 1812. Gerrymandering is often used to cluster together people with similar identities or interests, called vote packing, but it can also serve to dilute the interests of certain groups, known as vote cracking. The ultimate result is that the same state can yield two very different sets of House representatives — it all depends on who’s drawing the lines.


  Let’s say there are two political parties, the Urbans and the Ru-rals, in a state with one city, Electopolis. The state has five House districts, of which Electopolis has two. Everyone in Electopolis votes Urban, while the countryside goes Rural. One way to pack votes would be to draw districts almost entirely within the city. These areas would vote Urban, and any Urban incumbent in good standing would have an easy time winning reelection. The Rurals may be content to leave Electopolis to the Urbans because then they still have a 3-2 edge. This arrangement is stable but not competitive, since all five districts would be safe for their incumbents.


  If the Urbans win a majority in the state legislature, they may try to redistrict. They might divide Electopolis among three or four districts by redrawing districts that would spread out their votes. So instead of having two districts that vote 90 percent Urban, they may be able to create four that vote 55-45 in favor of the Urbans. The remaining district would be packed with as many Rural voters as possible. The three original Rural representatives now would be forced to compete among themselves for the same district. So the Urbans could make a deal: by drawing the boundaries of the safe Rural seat to include one of the incumbent Rural representatives, the Urbans could effectively co-opt her. She might get to keep her seat, but the Urbans would expect some favorable votes from her. They may even get her to support their redistricting plan by guaranteeing her seat and shutting out her party-member rivals. The Rurals could implement a similar redistricting plan given the chance, dividing Electopolis five ways, thus diluting, or cracking, the Urban vote, allowing them to take over the state’s entire House delegation. Or they could leave a packed Urban district, again with a co-opted representative.


  Vote dilution and vote packing are extremely common. Packing tends to polarize the political field; the increasingly partisan politics in Washington have been blamed in part on computerized redistricting, which allows for more effective use of socioeconomic data to create fewer politically mixed districts. Redistricting is also accused of increasing rates of incumbency over time: House members who run for reelection win around 98 percent of the time. This is why open seats, left when an incumbent retires or dies, are so prized: they’re usually the only chance for a seat to change parties.


  Both dilution and packing effectively waste votes: those of the extra voters in a packed district, and those of the minority contingent in a diluted district. Vote dilution is probably a bigger problem, because it means that a representative can ignore significant numbers of constituents from the opposing party. In fact, the more you look at Gerrymandering and partisan redistricting, the more egregious it is: it enables representatives to choose their constituents, instead of the other way around.


  There are many organizations that advocate for either a different kind of voting or a different kind of districting that would be more democratic and fair. One group, Range Voting, designed a totally objective system that draws districts using a mathematical formula, the state’s physical boundaries, and the population.7 Another idea that is ofen proposed is ranked voting, in which everyone ranks candidates first, second, third, etc.; the candidates below the top two are then eliminated, and their votes are redistributed based on the second and third choices. This allows for more moderate and broadly popular winners to emerge because many voters would get their second, if not first, choice. For example, in 2000 nearly all of Ralph Nader’s supporters would have picked Gore as their second choice; a ranked voting system would have given those Nader votes to Gore, allowing him a clear victory. In 1992 a ranked voting system might have helped George H. W. Bush defeat Bill Clinton, since it was estimated that the majority of independent candidate Ross Perot’s voters would have picked Bush as their second choice.


  There is less popular support for voting reform than one might expect, probably because most of us don’t know that politicians design districts so that some of our votes just don’t count — and because issues of process (like elections) tend to draw less attention than issues of outcome (like taxes). And since it would take politicians to change the law, it’s unlikely to happen, because they are the ones who benefit.


  Sometimes, though, fights over redistricting make front-page news. In 2001 the Texas state legislature was controlled by Democrats, who could not reach an agreement with the state Republicans on redistricting due after the 2000 census. The Republican minority asked an independent panel of judges to arbitrate, but the resulting map still favored Democrats. When the Republicans won a majority in the state legislature in 2002, redistricting became their top priority. Republican Representative Tom DeLay, who was then the House majority leader and the head of Texas’s Republican delegation in Congress, was closely involved in the effort. The plan was criticized, in part because it occurred mid-census; redistrictings normally take place only after the census.


  Unwilling to vote on the Republicans’ redistricting bill in 2003, Democratic state legislators fled Texas so that there would be too few representatives to form a quorum (the minimum number of lawmakers required for a vote). In 2006 the plan reached the Supreme Court, which rejected one district because it found that it was drawn on racial lines in order to dilute, or even discount, minority votes. Other districts split along racial lines were allowed because the Court decided that the purpose ofthat districting was political rather than racial — and therefore legal. Some legal activists have argued that under the Bush v. Gore ruling, political gerrymandering violates the equal protection clause by making some voters’ ballots effectively count less than others. But the Supreme Court has repeatedly held that political gerrymandering is constitutional — at least so far.


  How we cast our votes is essential to free and fair elections, but it varies quite a bit from state to state and even from county to county. Though controversial during the 2000 presidential election, punch card ballots have the advantage of leaving a paper trail.Yet as with any physical means of voting, they can be destroyed or hidden by someone determined to commit voter fraud. Punch cards have other problems: there’s no way to correct a mistake, and if the chad doesn’t detach completely, the vote might not be counted. Optical scanning systems work just like standardized tests: voters pencil in a bubble or complete an arrow, and the ballot is read by machines that quickly and reliably tally the results. They leave a paper trail, but can be altered by anyone with a pencil and, like punch cards, are easily destroyed. Direct recording machines, commonly called lever machines, use wheel-driven mechanisms to record votes internally. There is no check on or paper trail from these systems, which rely entirely on accurate recording and reporting by election staff.


  New direct recording electronic voting machines, called DREs, drew a lot of press after concerned scientists raised questions about their security. DREs, also known as touch-screen machines, work a lot like ATMs — minus the cash. They are easy to use, may be programmed in multiple languages, and can ask voters for confirmation before finalizing their votes. They can leave a paper trail by producing a receipt, which could then be manually audited if necessary, although most DREs currently aren’t built and/or programmed to do so. Some studies suggest that DREs increase the likelihood that minorities’ votes are recorded.8


  Though criticizing DREs was originally a pet cause of politically active technophiles, concerns have increased and reached many in government. Servers crash. Software freezes. Printers jam. And there’s often no sure way to check that backup systems, which can produce a copy of the votes, are working. In late 2007, Ohio’s secretary of state required one county to return to paper ballots before the state’s 2008 presidential primaries after a series of server crashes disrupted a previous election. Worried about their potentially problematic effects, Senate Democrats Bill Nelson of Florida and Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island proposed a bill to ban the machines outright.


  A test-case scenario may already have been played out in the political hotbed that is Florida. In 2006, Democrat Christine Jennings lost a congressional race by 369 votes. Or did she? According to the DREs that recorded the votes, 18,000 people, or 13 percent of those who voted, voted in other elections but not in Ms. Jennings’s congressional race. Considering that the normal rate for this — called underrating — is 3 percent, there was rampant speculation that the machines had screwed up the vote. Indeed, Jennings’s staff received numerous complaints from voters that the voting machines they used did not work.9 Those complaints have been echoed in other races nationwide. Though disputed votes represent a small portion of the total votes cast, when machines do malfunction, they can throw an entire race.


  One potential problem with DREs is that they run on proprietary, or private, software, leaving no way for election officials, oversight committees, or courts to check the vote count. A panel from Johns Hopkins University found several security flaws in machines made by Diebold, the largest manufacturer of DREs. Votes were recorded on a removable “smart card,” raising worries that someone could replace the smart card with one that contained a virus to miscount votes.10 DREs could also be vulnerable to hacking while transmitting votes — someone could intercept the signal the machine sends to tally the vote at a central server.11 Diebold has provoked controversy: in 2004 the chairman of the company circulated a fundraising letter in which he wrote he was “committed to helping Ohio deliver its electoral votes to the President.”12 Ohio ultimately gave President Bush his margin of victory over John Kerry; some have questioned what they believe were voting irregularities in the state.


  It’s possible that advances in DRE technology will right some problems. To allow officials to check or recount votes, DREs could run on open source code like Linux, accessible to all, or DRE manufacturers could allow election officials access to their software. By early 2008, Diebold was considering running new machines on open platforms. More DREs also could employ a voter-verified paper trail, printing a ballot in a secure chamber that the voter would have to approve. Those that do this still have problems, though. Printers are notoriously unreliable. Allowing voters to keep a copy of their ballot would create another check, but currently machines don’t provide voters with a receipt.


  However, there are reputable groups that oppose such changes, including the League of Women Voters. They argue that DREs are just as functional as other methods, all of which are susceptible to some malfunction, and that DREs are generally reliable, cost-effective, and less prone to fraud than paper-based systems. They are vastly outnumbered, though, by those who oppose DREs altogether.


  Campaign finance is another murky area that is increasingly in the political spotlight. Nowadays candidates need a lot of money — millions of dollars for even a statewide race — to run a viable campaign. TV airtime for commercials is the most expensive item; pollsters and consultants cost a pretty penny, too. Politicians of both parties are frequently accused of taking donations from certain industries, corporations, or other special interests and then supporting positions accordingly, in what is sometimes called a quid pro quo arrangement. While political scientists stress that candidates generally receive money from interests with which they are already aligned, most of us believe that when people make large donations, they at least tacitly expect something in return. If nothing else, political donations often provide access to officeholders.


  Campaign finance reform has a long history. In 1907 the first major federal reform, the Tillman Act, attempted — though largely failed — to prohibit corporations from making political donations. Senate and House campaigns were subjected to spending limits and disclosure requirements soon thereafter, and in 1925 the fabulously named Federal Corrupt Practices Act set donation limits. In 1971 the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) was passed, which obliged campaigns to disclose donations and how they are spent. In 1974 the Federal Election Commission (FEC) was established, along with new donation and spending caps. Spending caps were overturned by the Supreme Court in 1976; the Court equated a political campaign’s money with speech, ruling that any restriction on a candidate’s spending was a violation of First Amendment rights. Conservatives hailed the decision as a victory for free speech, while many progressive legal scholars believe it was one of the Court’s worst mistakes. As it is, no spending caps are allowed, though donation limits remain.13


  In 2002 Congress passed the McCain-Feingold Act — named for its sponsors, Republican senator John McCain of Arizona and Democratic senator Russ Feingold of Wisconsin — to clean up soft money contributions. Before 2002 the amount of soft money, or donations to organizations such as the Democratic or Republican National Committees (DNC or RNC), was unlimited. Hard money, or direct contributions to candidates, was capped. Therefore, a rich individual or organization could donate, say, $3 million to the DNC, which the DNC could then give to a specific campaign, thus bypassing hard money limits to individual candidates. McCain-Feingold placed caps on soft money and doubled limits on hard money; soft money is harder to trace back to its sources. For the 2008 cycle, an individual or Political Action Committee could give a candidate up to $2,300 for the general election and another $2,300 for the primary season, and this amount will rise over time. Before McCain-Feingold, the limit was $1,000.


  Political Action Committees, or PACs, are funded by corporations, organizations, and individuals. Regulated by the FEC, PACs can contribute money to campaigns and engage in issue advocacy. A PACs spending is limited, as is its ability to use advertising: PACs cannot run ads that directly support or attack a candidate within sixty days of the general election or thirty days of a nominating convention. Almost every large organization or corporation has at least one PAC, including the Sierra Club, Trial Lawyers’ Association, League of Conservative Voters, GOPAC (Republican leadership PAC), and Wal-Mart. Many state parties and individual politicians also run PACs.


  McCain-Feingold’s restriction on soft money has made other avenues for fundraising more popular. Issue-advocacy groups, often called 527s after a section of the tax code, technically cannot advocate for the election or defeat of any specific political candidate but may engage in political activity. They are tax-exempt and not regulated by the FEC. 527s have proven controversial: both the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, which Democrats accused of coordinating with the Bush campaign to smear presidential candidate John Kerry in 2004, and America Coming Together, or ACT, which Republicans accused of vilifying President George W Bush in 2004, are 527s. Such coordination is prohibited. 527s are supposed to be independent groups that care about certain issues, rather than groups affiliated with a campaign that were created to circumvent the FEC and its donation limits. ACT ultimately paid a multimillion-dollar settlement to the FEC to avoid going to court; the Swift Boat Veterans were fined, but only a fraction ofthat amount.


  Most people in Washington will tell you that McCain-Feingold didn’t really clean up campaign financing. If you really want to cheat the system, they argue, you’ll find a way to do it. McCain-Feingold also put more emphasis on certain kinds of financing. Since single donors can give less money to parties and hard money limits were increased, McCain-Feingold made bundlers — fundraisers who can get a bunch of other people to donate — more important. A good example is George W Bush’s Pioneers, individuals who raised $100,000 or more during the 2000 presidential election. But McCain-Feingold responded to a perception that money had gotten dirtier in DC — one shared by some leftist progressives and conservatives. Al Gore got into trouble for making donor calls from his office in the Old Executive Office Building during his first vice-presidential term. His 1996 fundraiser at a Buddhist temple proved an unholy mess when it was revealed that monks and nuns had illegally served as conduits for other people’s contributions. Meanwhile, Bill Clinton raised moderate eyebrows and conservative ire for inviting big donors to stay in the White House’s Lincoln bedroom.


  But just three years after McCain-Feingold, the biggest money scandal in decades rocked DC from K Street to the Capitol. In 2005, Republican Tom DeLay had to step down as House majority leader when he was indicted on allegations of campaign finance misconduct centering on the 2002 race. Bush Pioneer Jack Abramoff was found guilty on charges of fraud, tax evasion, and corruption in 2006. Abramoff defrauded several Native American tribes that had hired him to help with casino proposals. The corruption charges focused on favors Abramoff dealt to politicians and their families and staff. Handouts included meals in a restaurant he owned, free sports and concert tickets, and swanky Scottish golf trips (one of which was for Tom DeLay).


  Reformers have declared McCain-Feingold a mixed blessing. On the upside, because the law limited soft money, the major parties increased emphasis on individual hard money contributions. With the rise of online fundraising, this has led to an explosion of small-dollar donations. And that’s important for upstart nonestablishment candidates. The 2004 campaign featured the completely unexpected rise of Democratic former Vermont governor Howard Dean, fueled by a not-so-small army of supporters making online donations. In 2007 the presidential campaign of libertarian Republican congressman Ron Paul of Texas broke a Republican record by raising more than $5 million in a single day, nearly all of it online. In January 2008 insurgent Democratic presidential candidate Senator Barack Obama of Illinois raised $32 million largely through hundreds of thousands of small online contributions. Many, especially progressives and libertarians, applaud this development, saying it levels the playing field by giving candidates independence from corporations and wealthy donors. On the downside, 527s — another result of McCain-Feingold — have been criticized as being too opaque. Without FEC regulation, it’s difficult to know where their money comes from.


  Some continue to advocate for full public financing of elections. A limited system of public matching funds already exists, providing public financing in exchange for a spending cap, but major candidates in both parties have opted out of the system. If all of a campaign’s financing were public, reformers argue, politicians wouldn’t need donations at all. Politicians are ambivalent about public financing: On the one hand, they wouldn’t have to spend so much time and effort fundraising. On the other, there would be hard limits on what they could spend. So far, they’ve stuck to raising money.


  Presidential Elections


  Now that we know how candidates raise their money, let’s talk about what they’re spending it on — trying to win votes to send them to the White House. Presidential candidates are officially chosen at a political party’s national convention, held the summer before the election. Republicans and Democrats choose their candidates differently: the Republicans’ process is more centralized, while the Democrats’ system is more diffuse and depends heavily on state primary elections. This also means that the parties can have two very different selection processes in the same state.


  At Democratic primaries and caucuses, voters express their preferences for the party’s nominee — but choosing the nominee is an indirect process that is filtered through the delegates to the national convention, who actually pick the nominee. In 2008,4,049 delegates were slated to attend the Democratic convention (this number varies by year), and a candidate needs only a simple majority to win the nomination — 2,025 delegates. The number of delegates from each state, plus the US Virgin Islands, Guam, American Samoa, Puerto Rico, and Washington, DC, is determined by the state’s share of the total Democratic popular vote in the last presidential election and its proportion of the electoral vote. The party also selects delegates to represent its state leadership.


  How do you become a delegate? It varies. At a primary or caucus, voters pick delegates who go to the county party convention. County conventions choose delegates for the state convention, and the state convention chooses delegates for the national convention. Usually. In some states it’s not that complicated. This process allocates most — but not all — of a state’s delegates to the national convention, who are called pledged delegates because they are loosely tied to a candidate by the results of their state’s primary or caucus process.


  Pledged delegates are apportioned by a complex formula that varies by state. All states now apply a proportional system, wherein delegates are awarded according to the percentage of votes each candidate received in the state primary or caucuses by district or county. An extra number of delegates is often awarded by the state primary or caucus popular vote. Legally, delegates don’t have to support whichever candidate they are pledged to support — and candidates can reject a delegate if they think he or she might not be loyal — so while a major insurrection among delegates is possible under the current system, it’s not terribly likely.


  A number of unpledged or uncommitted superdelegates are chosen by the national party leadership. Usually, all Democratic members of Congress and Democratic governors are superdelegates, as are high DNC and state party officials. In 2008, 796 superdelegates were chosen. Superdelegates can be kingmakers — those who ultimately decide the party nominee — or sheep — those who reflect the popular vote. Understanding how superdelegates think is important to grasping the practical process of elections. Superdelegates are party insiders. One factor they consider is a candidate’s national viability — they are more likely to pick a candidate with broad appeal. However, they may also judge a candidate’s “coattails” — his or her ability to lift up other party candidates to victory — and this can actually make them choose a candidate with local, rather than national, appeal. Put another way, superdelegates will support candidates who appeal to their state’s voters, because it makes it easier for their party’s politicians to get elected if they are running on the same ballot. Superdelegates also look long and hard at a candidate’s supply of money, particularly their cash on hand, the money that’s actually in the campaign’s bank account. In most years, the superdelegates can’t swing a nomination by their actual votes at the convention; but by endorsing, campaigning, and fundrais-ing for a presidential candidate, they always have a lot of sway.


  Republicans, on the other hand, elect about half as many delegates as Democrats to their national convention: in 2008 there were 2,380. Some delegates are chosen at state conventions, others by the state party leadership — it depends entirely on the state. Each state is entitled to six delegates, while the US Virgin Islands, Guam, and American Samoa are given four each, and Puerto Rico and Washington, DC, have a whopping fourteen each. This reflects the federal aspect of the delegation. Each state gets an additional three delegates for every member of Congress (a total of 435), which preserves proportional representation. States can also earn bonus delegates for their level of local Republican support: for instance, if a majority of the state voted for a Republican in the last presidential election.


  There are two big differences between Republican and Democratic nomination procedures. First, a majority of the Republican primaries and caucuses have a winner-take-all system, awarding all of the state’s pledged delegates to the statewide winner; this makes it far more likely for a candidate who wins a number of early states, even by narrow margins, to pull away from the pack. Second, many more Republican delegates than Democratic delegates are unpledged. Again, it varies by state: in some states, all Republican delegates are unpledged; in others, most are pledged. The upshot is that the Republican process tends to be more top-down, while the Democratic process is more bottom-up. Republicans are more likely to have their candidate chosen by kingmakers in the national party; the Republicans’ method is generally less divisive and more orderly than the Democrats’. Many think this allows Republicans to field stronger candidates in the general election.


  Not only are there differences between the Democratic and Republican procedures, but there are also differences among the various types of primaries and caucuses. Primaries are run by each party, administered on the state level, and overseen by state governments. In an open primary, anyone can vote regardless of party affiliation — a Republican could vote for Democratic candidates and vice versa. Open primaries are rare, though, and what’s more common is a semi-open system in which independent voters can vote in either the Democratic or Republican primary. In a closed primary, only registered party members are allowed to vote, and independents are left out in the cold.


  Many contenders drop out of the presidential race as primaries are conducted, because primaries are increasingly considered indicators of potential success. Whoever wins early primaries receives a lot of media attention and more donations. Thus, states with early contests such as New Hampshire and Iowa are often said to enjoy disproportionate influence in presidential elections. The national party committees allow them to hold early primaries in order to ensure that small states have some influence in the process and to force candidates to campaign there in person — feasible in small states, while large ones rely more heavily on TV ads. However, the committees sometimes reschedule states’primaries to give more weight and influence to various groups. In 2008, for example, Nevada’s primary was moved up in order to give Hispanics more visibility in the election process. Republican presidential hopefuls are more reliant on straw polls, nonbinding votes that help measure how much popular support each candidate enjoys. One key poll, the Ames Straw Poll in Ames, Iowa, has been held since 1979 in the August before an election year when there is no incumbent Republican presidential nominee.


  Iowa employs a caucus system instead of a primary; the Republican and Democratic versions are significantly different. The Iowa caucuses became nationally important for Democrats in 1976, when Democratic Georgia governor Jimmy Carter used his second-place win (most who voted were in fact undecided) as a sign of success. The Democratic caucus is a sort of community debate. Participants vote in their precinct, where they gather in a room divided into areas by candidate. There’s also a section for undecided voters. Then everybody tries to persuade everyone else to support their chosen candidate. The competing groups bring signs and T-shirts, start chants and songs, and serve food. While monetary bribery is frowned upon, luring your rivals’ supporters with cupcakes is fair game. After a half hour, the mini-election is stopped and officials determine which candidates are “viable,” namely, those who receive at least 15 percent of the initial vote. This whittles down the choices, and people who were supporting an “unviable” candidate have another half hour to choose someone else. The realignment process is perhaps the biggest difference between Democratic primaries and caucuses, because it means that being some people’s second favorite candidate can really help a campaign. Republican caucuses are usually a secret poll, and there is no realignment.


  New Hampshire, unlike Iowa, has some claim as an important national indicator because there is a plurality of independent voters in the state — around 37 percent. A little over one-third are registered Republicans, and about one-quarter are registered Democrats, but the state is trending increasingly Democratic. Like New Hampshire, Iowa is a small state, and its caucus voters do not reflect the nation’s demographic makeup. Iowa caucusgoers are almost all white, slightly wealthier than the average American, much more likely to be involved in agriculture, and older — nearly half are over fifty-five. But in 2008, Democratic senator Barack Obama led a huge get-out-the-vote effort among young Iowans, who helped carry him to a large and unexpected victory.


  New Hampshire and Iowa are extremely important for Democrats. For Republicans, New Hampshire has traditionally been a key primary, but attention has shifted to South Carolina because New Hampshire hasn’t predicted the eventual Republican nominee lately, since it isn’t a mainstream Republican state. New Hampshire residents display a libertarian streak; they like maverick, outsider candidates. For instance, in 2000 they chose John McCain over George W. Bush; they even chose Pat Buchanan over George H. W. Bush (then the sitting president) in 1992. South Carolina, on the other hand, seems to mirror the national Republican Party more closely.


  People in New Hampshire and Iowa wind up having a lot of influence on the national race, and they also experience more personal contact with presidential hopefuls because of the huge amount of effort put into early primary campaigning. The fact that low-population states have so much clout has angered larger states, spurring several to move the dates of their 2008 primaries forward: California started the rush when it moved its primary from June to February 5; Michigan and Florida then moved theirs to January. The major primary day, on which many states vote, is called Super Tuesday. The original Super Tuesday took place in March, and involved a bloc of Southern states that wanted to create a regional primary to exercise more influence over the nominating process. In 2008, February 5 became the new Super Tuesday, with more than twenty states voting. The effects of the compressed primary schedule — and whether to change it — is sure to be debated for years to come.


  The Democratic National Committee decided to boycott Florida’s and Michigan’s 2008 primaries as retribution for the states’ decisions to move their primaries forward, which the DNC thought went against the party’s best interests. In theory, this meant the two states’ convention votes were forfeit, but exactly what would happen to the states’ delegates remained up in the air well into the nominating process. Florida’s Democratic senator Bill Nelson and Democratic representative Alcee Hastings sued the DNC for disenfranchising their state, but the case was thrown out. As the Democratic nominating process wore on and proved close, what to do became a big problem. Some proposed a do-over election, but nobody could agree on who should pay for it. Others wanted to seat the existing delegates. The problem was that in Michigan, only Hillary Clinton’s name was actually on the ballot, so it seemed that seating those delegates would be unfair to the other candidates. In Florida, technically, candidates weren’t allowed to campaign (though many visited and held fundraisers), so how that affected the outcome was uncertain.


  Many argue that early primaries merely grease the wheels for establishment candidates because underdog or independent candidates need more time to catch voters’ attention. Some worry that the early schedule exacerbates a presidential hopeful’s need for money because it is financially demanding to run ground operations — let alone to buy airtime — in several states all at once and early on.


  If primaries aren’t conclusive, a brokered convention can result, meaning that a candidate is actually chosen at the national convention by insider wheeling and dealing. This was the norm before the 1970s; the chaos and violence surrounding the 1968 Democratic National Convention, much of it captured on live TV, persuaded both parties to turn their conventions into scripted media events with defacto nominees.


  Once the parties have decided on their presidential nominees, campaigning shifts into high gear for the election in November. The Constitution mandates that the presidential elections be held every four years on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November. Many think that we should move the election to a weekend or make election day a national holiday to encourage voter turnout, which is what most developed nations do.


  This brings us back to the Electoral College, which has come under increased criticism. The 538 electors are relatively obscure individuals ultimately selected by the state parties, but in some states they also appear on the ballot. Electors are pledged, but not bound, to cast their votes according to the dictates of the popular vote in their state, but every once in a while someone doesn’t. In 2000 one of the DC electors cast a blank ballot to protest Washington, DCs lack of congressional representation — a rare example of a faithless elector. Twenty-four states have laws to punish faithless electors, though none have ever been prosecuted. Many advocates for voter reform think that we should “dehumanize” electors. They propose that whoever wins the popular vote in any given state should automatically be allocated the state’s electoral votes. Thus, a serious rebellion among electors would be impossible.


  Advocates of the Electoral College insist that it captures the federalist nature of American government by preserving the importance of states. They also argue that the system forces candidates to pay attention to minority interests. Since the state winner gets all the electoral votes, the stakes in gaining a plurality are magnified — a single vote could in theory be the difference between all fifty-four of California’s electoral votes and none at all. Others believe the Electoral College is in dire need of reform. The strongest criticism is that it dilutes the votes of the political minority in each state. If your state is 51 percent or 99 percent Republican, the Republican candidate wins all the electoral votes.Votes in the minority would count more if we used a system that more closely reflected the outcome of the popular vote. Many contend that the Electoral College encourages candidates to campaign almost exclusively in swing states — states that can go either Democrat or Republican and which tend to do so by a small margin.


  Republican or Democratic strongholds receive no real attention from either party; instead, contestants focus on states where support is nearly evenly split: lately, Florida, Ohio, Michigan, Pennsylvania, Iowa, New Mexico, and New Hampshire. Critics also point out that small states lose out because they have few electoral votes. Recent elections, however, have been so close that even small states’ electoral votes count: in 2000, New Hampshire, with its four electoral votes, would have given Gore the victory. Finally, the Electoral College makes it almost impossible for third parties to emerge because it allocates votes based on plurality not on proportion. Thus, a new party would have a very difficult time ever getting any electoral votes. Some see this as an advantage because they think that the two-party system we have is much more stable than a multi-party system.


  The most basic and decisive reform would be to abolish the Electoral College altogether and move to a direct popular vote. This would require a constitutional amendment, which demands ratification by three-fourths (thirty-eight) of the states. There is a precedent: while senators were originally appointed by state legislatures, the Seventeenth Amendment, added in 1913, mandated their direct popular election. Proportional allocation of electoral votes would not require a constitutional amendment. Instead of the winner of the state’s popular vote taking all of the state’s electoral votes, electoral votes would be divided according to the percentage of the popular vote received by each candidate. Maine actually uses a modified version of this system. In Maine, the statewide vote determines two electors, with each congressional district’s results dictating the vote of that elector. In 2007 proportional allocation was debated in California and North Carolina; Democrats worried that such a move in California could hand twenty electoral votes to Republicans, and that if only some states adopted the reform, the result could be skewed. An alternative proposal would trigger the reform only if a number of other states approved it as well.


  One plan that has begun to receive support is the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact, or NPV, which would effectively shift the election of the president to the popular vote through the Electoral College and by the authority of the states. Here’s how it would work: The Constitution allows each state to determine independently how it will apportion its electors. Any state that passes the compact agrees to give all its electoral votes to whichever candidate wins the national popular vote. The agreement would be activated only when states accounting for half of the Electoral College passed it — a form of ratification. With half of the Electoral College accounted for, though, the popular vote winner would be guaranteed to win the election. The plan radically reduces the number of states needed to enact reform when compared to that required to ratify a constitutional amendment.


  Electoral issues are so fundamental to our system of government, and affect us all so profoundly, that it’s a good thing so many of them have been brought to public attention recently. Though the status quo usually serves the interests of incumbent politicians, calls for various kinds of electoral reform are mounting. The beauty of our system is, after all, its responsiveness to public demand — even if change takes time.
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