


Presidential Elections:  
The Electoral College  

n  Electoral College Violates Core Democratic 
Values 
• The electoral college can be seen as 

nondemocratic and in violation of the core 
democratic principles of political equality, 
majority rule, and popular sovereignty. 

n  Proposals to Reform the Electoral College 
• The proportional plan 
• The district plan 
• The direct popular election plan 



The Electoral College 
n  Representatives of each state who 

cast the final ballots that actually 
elect a president 

n  Total number of electors for each 
state equal to the number of 
senators and representatives that a 
state has in the U.S. Congress 

n  District of Columbia is given 3 
electoral votes. 



The Electoral College 

n  Result of compromise 
• Selection by Congress versus direct popular 

election 
n  Three essentials to understanding the 

design of the Electoral College: 
• Constructed to work without political parties. 
• Constructed to cover both the nominating 

and electing phases of presidential selection. 
• Constructed to produce a nonpartisan 

president. 



The Electoral College in the 19th 
Century 

n  12th Amendment (1804) 
• Attempt to remedy the confusion between 

the selection of vice presidents and 
presidents that emerged in the election 1800 

• Provided for separate elections for each 
office, with each elector having only one vote 
to cast for each 

• In event of a tie, the election still went to the 
House. 

• Top three candidates go to House. Each state 
House delegation casts one vote. 



n  Political Participation 
• Conventional participation 

n  Routine behaviors 
n  Voting 
n  Letter writing 

• Unconventional participation 
n  Uncommon behaviors 
n  Sit-down strikes 
n  Extreme behaviors—terrorism 

Democracy and Political Participation 



Purposes of Elections 

n  Regular free elections  
• guarantee mass political action  
• enable citizens to influence the actions of 

their government 
n  Popular election confers on a government 

the legitimacy that it can achieve no 
other way. 

n  Regular elections also ensure that 
government is accountable to the people 
it serves. 



Expanding the Electorate 
n  1800’s White men with property and some 

religious requirements, by the 1850’s it was 
white men, property and religious 
qualification were dropped. 

n  1870 – The 15th amendment allowed black 
men to vote, theoretically. Not realistically 
until the 1960’s due to Jim Crow, Black 
Codes and other forms of intimidation. 

n  1920’s – 19th amendment adds Women to 
the electorate, 1929 laws passed allowing 
Native Americans suffrage. 



Expanding the Electorate 

n  1960’s – Amendments and Laws 
• 23rd Amendment allows DC to vote in 

national election for President 
• 24th Amendment outlaws poll taxes 
• Voting Rights Act 1965 – Law passed by 

Congress to enforce the 15th amendment, 
allows punishment for states infringing on 
the rights of the electorate to vote. 

n  1971 – 26th amendment allows for those 
18 and above the right to vote 
nationwide. 





Purposes of Elections 

n Electorate 
• Citizens eligible to vote 

n Mandate: 
• A command, indicated by an 
electorate’s voters, for the elected 
officials to carry out their platforms. 

• Sometimes the claim of a mandate is 
suspect because voters are not so 
much endorsing one candidate as 
rejecting the other. 



Kinds of Elections 
n  Primary Elections: 

• Election in which voters decide which of the 
candidates within a party will represent the 
party in the general election. 
n  Closed primary: a primary election in which only a 

party’s registered voters are eligible to vote. 
n  Open primary: a primary in which party members, 

independents, and sometimes members of the 
other party are allowed to vote. 

n  Crossover voting: participation in the primary of a 
party with which the voter is not affiliated. 

n  Raiding: An organized attempt by voters of one 
party to influence the primary results of the other 
party. 



Primaries v. Caucuses 
n  Over years, trend has been to use primaries rather 

than caucuses to choose delegates. 
n  Caucus is the oldest, most party-oriented method of 

choosing delegates to the national conventions. 
n  Arguments for primaries 

•  More democratic 
•  More representative 
•  A rigorous test for the candidate 

n  Arguments for caucuses 
•  Caucus participants more informed; more interactive 

and informative 
•  Frontloading (being first) gives some primary states 

an advantage 
n  Frontloading is the tendency to choose an early date on the 

primary schedule 
 





General Elections 
n  General elections are those in which 

voters decide which candidates will 
actually fill elective public offices. 

n  In presidential elections voters look 
for: 
• Leadership and character. 
• Base their judgments on foreign policy 
and defense issues that do not arise in 
state and local elections. 



Initiative, Referendum, and Recall 
n  Initiative 

• An election that allows citizens to propose 
legislation and submit it to the state 
electorate for popular vote 

• 24 states and D.C. use the initiative 
n  Referendum 

• An election whereby the state legislature 
submits proposed legislation to the state’s 
voters for approval 

n  Recall 
• Voters can remove an incumbent from office 

by popular vote. 
• Are very rare 
To get on the ballot initiative and recalls may require 
signatures of 5-10% of the registered voters 
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Incumbents Defeated in Primaries 



Well, Almost 



Nominating Presidential 
Candidates 

n  The Allocation of National Convention 
Delegates 
• state population  
• support for the party’s candidates in the 

state. 
n  The Selection of Delegates 

• Caucuses 
• State presidential primaries 



The Party Conventions 
n  Out-of-power party usually holds its convention 

first, in late July, followed in mid-August by 
party holding the presidency. 
•  Republican Cleveland OH July18th  
•  Democrat Philadelphia PA July 25th 

n  Conventions were decision-making body in the 
19th century. 

n  Today the convention is fundamentally 
different. Nominations settled well in    
advance of the convention.  



Congressional Elections 

n  Very different from presidential elections 
• Lesser known candidates, more difficulty 

getting media attention 
n  Incumbency Advantage  

95.11% of incumbents who sought reelection were successful  

• When incumbents lose it is generally due to: 
n Redistricting 

• Gerrymandering 
n Scandals 
n Coattails 
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Compared with 
turnout rates in 
15 established 
European 
nations, voter 
turnout for 
American 
presidential 
elections ranks 
below all but 
three countries 
and turnout for 
American 
congressional 
elections ranks 
below all of 
them. 



Money and Political 
Participation 

Political Contributions, 
Campaign Financing, and 

Politics 



Terms / concepts 
n  Hard Money: Contributions to campaigns that is 

limited by law 
n  Soft money:  contributions to national parties 

not  subject to contribution limits. 
n  PAC:  Political Action Committee (“multi-

candidate committee) 
n  Independent expenditures:  made without 

coordination with candidate / campaign 
n  Issue ads:  political advertising not directly 

affiliated with specific candidate, but oriented 
toward specific issue or cause. 



Modern campaign finance laws 
n  1883 – Pendleton Act (Civil Service) 
n  1907 – ban on direct contributions by 

corporations 
n  1947 – ban on direct contributions by 

labor unions 
n  1971 / 1974 – Federal Election and 

Campaign Act (established limits & FEC) 
•  1976:  Supreme Court decision in Buckley v. Valeo 

n  Declared parts of FECA Unconstitutional Spending = Speech 

n  2002: Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act 
•  2010: Supreme Court decision in Citizens United v FEC 

n  Corp = People cannot restrict spending 



1974 FECA 
n  1. Created Federal Elections Commission. 
n  2. Allowed for federal funding for 

presidential candidates (matching funds 
with voluntary limits). 

n  3. Required public disclosure of 
contributions & spending. 

n  4. Placed limits on campaign spending if 
a candidate accepted federal matching 
funds. 



Campaign Finance Reform:  
Is it Necessary? 

n  We often hear 
politicians rail 
against the system 
of financing political 
campaigns. 

n  But is it really 
broken? 

n  Or, more to the 
point, are stiffer 
laws restricting 
contributions the 
answer?  



The Lay of Campaign Finance 
Land… 

n Bipartisan Campaign 
Reform Act (BCRA) 
-- a.k.a. “McCain-
Feingold” 



Largest Sources of Campaign 
Funds: 

n  Individual 
contributions (by 
far) 

n  PACs 
n  Political Parties 

(less so the 
case) 

n  Personal 
Contributions 



Sources of House Campaign Contributions 
1988-2004 



Sources of Senate Campaign Contributions 
1988-2004 



Soft Money and Issue Advocacy 
Advertisements 

n  Soft Money 
• The virtually unregulated money 
funneled by individuals and political 
committees through state and local 
parties 

• Now prohibited under BCRA 
• Result: Hard money fundraising 
increased and the emergence of 527s 



Future Campaign Finance Reform 

n  Did soft money disappear? 
• Much has shown up in new 527 
political committees 
n Media Fund 
n Americans Coming Together 

• Visible in both parties 
• Require disclosure and sunshine 



Arguments for more severe 
restrictions… 

n  Money buys disproportionate 
access 

n  Benefits accrue to the “organized” 
n  Lawmakers spend too much time 

fund-raising 

n  $ = votes! 



Maybe the problem is not so 
bad… 

n  Are campaign contributions “political 
speech”? 

n  Do laws really hinder challengers and 
outsiders? 

n  Is it really money that is the problem 
or what needs to be purchased 
(advertising) 

n  Does $ really buy votes? 



Changes? 

n  What changes 
need to be 
made to the 
system, if any? 

n  What should 
be the 
objective? 



Radical Alternatives (?) 

n  Total government financing 
n  Ban all but small individual 

contributions 
n  Free television time 
n  Complete deregulation with full 

information 
n  Anonymous contributions 


