
UNIT 2 
 

POLITICAL CULTURE 
 

I. The widely-shared beliefs, values, and norms that citizens share about their govt. 

 

II. Characteristics. 

 

 A. Liberty. 

 

 B. Individualism/rugged individualism, as opposed to collectivism/statism 

 

 C. Equality. 

 

  1. Equality of opportunity more than equality of result. 

  2. Political equality more than economic equality. 

  3. American Dream.  Reverence for property/capitalism/chance to acquire wealth. 

  4. FDR's "second Bill of Rights" (1944) ensuring economic security. 

  5. False consciousness (as opposed to class consciousness historically 

   associated with Europe). 

 

 -- Conflict between liberty associated with capitalism and equality associated with 

 democracy - federal action: 

 

  1. In Progressive Era to bring corporations under control 

  2. In 1930s to smooth out ill effects of capitalism 

  3. In 1960s w/Great Society programs 

 

 D. Democracy  

 

 E. Civic duty.  

 

1. This is strongest society when has developed “social capital:” the social networks that bind 

people together.   

2. Political scientist Robert Putnam uses, as an example of the decline in social capital, the 

decline in the number of people who participate in bowling leagues.  The number of people who 

bowl has increased, but the number of people who bowl in leagues has declined.  With a decline 

in such social networks, there is less likelihood of people coming together, listening to each 

other, exchanging ideas -> consequently a smaller degree of civic duty. 

 

 F. Distrust of government, esp. since the 1960's.  Impact of Vietnam War & Watergate. 

 

 G. Political efficacy:  the sense that one can both understand and influence public policy. 

 

 H. Political tolerance -- more in the abstract than in the concrete. 

 

 I. Pragmatism -- Americans tend to be less ideological. 

 

 J. Justice.  Belief in the rule of law.  A “government of laws, not men.” 



IDEOLOGY AND PUBLIC POLICY 

 

I. Background. 

 

 A. Ideology:  integrated set of beliefs and values that shape a person's views. 

 B. Smaller percentage of ideologues in our two-party system than in the multi-party systems used in 

  Europe.  Stronger parties in Europe ---> easier for ideologues to find a place to fit in. 

 C. Most Americans tend to be non-ideological – they tend to be moderate in their beliefs. 

 

II. Liberalism. 

 

 A. Classical liberalism of 18th century. 

  1. Limited role of government.   

  2. Govt. seen as chief threat to liberty.   

  3. "That govt. is best which governs least."   

  4. Role of government to protect property rights. 

 

 B. Modern liberalism of 20th century.  (New Deal liberalism) 

  1. Expanded role of government.   

  2. Corporations seen as chief threat to liberty. 

  3. Need for a strong central govt. to "smooth out the rough edges of capitalism." 

  4. Role of government is to protect people's well-being.  Freedom from govt. control 

   rings hollow when one is poor, unemployed, or discriminated against. 

 

 C. Strong influence of liberalism, 1930's - 1970's. 

 D. Backlash against liberalism in 1980's and 1990's:  a feeling that liberalism had "gone too   

  far."  Need to get back to more individualism and less reliance on big govt. 

 E. "Neoliberals."  

  1. Less likely to rely upon govt as solution to problems.   

  2. Govt. certainly has some role to play, but not as big a role as desired by New Deal  

  liberals.   

  3. Rise of Democratic Leadership Council, w/members like Bill Clinton and John Edwards. 

 

 F. Return of modern liberalism/New Deal liberalism w/election of Obama:  more of a willingness to 

  use the federal government as a tool to protect the well-being of the people 

 

III. Conservatism. 

 

 A. Essentially classical liberalism. 

 B. Resurgence since late 70's: 

  1. Reagan/Bush 41/Bush 43 

  2. 104th - 109th Republican Congresses. 

  3.  Strength in the formerly "solid South," Rocky Mtns., Great Plains 

  4. Strength among evangelical Christians 

  5. Reversal of the trend since the 1930's to automatically look to govt. as the solution 

   to our problems.   

  6. Emphasis today on the private sector to solve problems. 

  7. Strong support for large tax cuts, which occurred under both Clinton and Bush 43 

  



 C. "Neoconservatives" and the New Right:   

 

1. Some (Helms, Buchanan, Robertson, Bennett) emphasize social issues like prayer in 

school, anti-abortion, anti-homosexuality.  Support from evangelical Christians.  Sometimes 

known as the "Religious Right."  Use of faith-based initiatives by Bush Admin. 

 

2. Some, like Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, are more aggressive in dealing with 

foreign threats such as terrorism, and are more supportive of intervention, as in Iraq. 

 

3. Some, like Pat Buchanan, are neoisolationists who shy away from intervention, are wary 

of any "new world order," are wary of international organizations like the UN, WTO, IMF, 

World Bank, are wary of NAFTA.   

 

 D. “Compassionate conservatism” of Bush 43.  A more moderate brand of conservatism. 

 

IV. Socialism. 

 

 A. System in which means of production, distribution, and exchange are controlled by govt. 

 B. Strong impact upon Western Europe. 

 C. Reasons for weakness in U.S.:  association with radicalism, belief in individualism,  

  belief in American Dream, suspicion of big govt. 

 

V. Libertarianism. 

 

 A. Extreme emphasis on individual liberty. 

 B. Extreme cutback on role of govt:  essentially, govt. should only defend the nation. 



PUBLIC OPINION 

 

I. Types of publics. 

 

 A. Elites. 

 

  1. Those w/disproportionate amount of political resources. 

  2. Raise issues and help set national agenda. 

  3. Influence the resolution of issues. 

 

 B. Attentive:  those with an active interest in govt. and politics. 

 C. Mass:  those with little interest in govt. and politics. 

 

II. Types of opinions. 

   

 A. Stable:  change very little (e.g., death penalty). 

 B. Fluid:  change frequently (e.g., presidential popularity). 

 C. Latent:  dormant, but may be aroused (e.g., military draft). 

 D. Salient:  have some personal importance to individuals (e.g., Brady and gun control). 

 E. Consensus:  shared by 75% of the people or more.  (e.g., having a balanced budget). 

 F. Polarized:  shared by less than 75% (e.g., gun control, ERA). 

 

III. Measurement of public opinion. 

 

 A. By elections:  deceiving -- does not tell us WHY people voted as they did. 

 B. By straw (informal) polls -- inaccuracies. 

 C. By scientific polls. 

 

  1. Construction. 

 

   a. Definition of universe:  population to be measured. 

   b. Selection of sampling. 

 

    1) Through random means:  where each person in the universe has an equal  

     chance of being selected (typically through "shuffling" of census tracts). 

    2) National polls typically require ~1500-2000 respondents. 

    3) Sampling error:  expressed in +/- terms. 

    4) Can reduce sampling error by adding more respondents, but at some point  

     diminishing returns set in. 

 

   c. Writing the question -- avoiding bias. 

   d. Selection of means of polling. 

 

  2. Uses of polls. 

 

   a. Informing the public. 

   b. Informing candidates. 

   c. Informing office-holders. 

   d. Making election night projections through use of exit polls. 

  



  3. Abuses of polls. 

   

   a. "Horse race" mentality emphasized during campaigns at expense of issues. 

   b. Pandering to whims of public by candidates and office-holders. 

   c. Early projections from exit polls may discourage voter turnout, esp. in West. 

 

Election of 2000 demonstrated problems of exit polls 
 

Early projection in Florida may have discouraged turnout in the panhandle part of that state 

Flawed data from the company with which all the major networks had contracted led to flawed projections – 

“Garbage in, garbage out.” 

 

Public awareness and interest in politics. 

 

 1. Secondary in importance to most, esp. mass public. 

 2. Surveys show substantial lack of political knowledge on part of public: 

 3. Identifying political figures (e.g., congressman, senator, chief justice) 

 4. Identifying key issues, e.g., in 1982, after years of debate, 1/3 of adults indicated that they had never  

     heard of ERA.  In 1993, after extensive debate, 60% of Americans indicated that they were not      

    following the NAFTA story. 

 



POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION 

 

I. Definition:  process in which people acquire their political beliefs. 

II. Agents. 

 

 A. Family. 

  1. Strongest. 

  2. Correlation between parent's party affiliation and child's party affiliation. 

  3. Less of a correlation on specific policy issues. 

  4. Fairly equal influence of mother and father. 

  5. Father’s party ID has greater impact on sons, mother’s party ID has greater impact on  

   daughters. 

 B. Schools. 

  1. Impart basic values, e.g., civic duty, patriotism. 

  2. High school government classes apparently do not change political orientation of 

   students. 

 C. Religion. 

  1. Protestant. 

   a. Generally more conservative. 

   b. Evangelicals, esp., are most conservative on social issues. 

  2. Catholic. 

   a. Traditionally more liberal. 

b. Greater acceptance of Catholics, greater inclusion into mainstream of society, and 

increasing importance of various social issues (e.g., abortion, gay rights) ---> greater 

degree of conservatism.  A majority of Catholics voted for Clinton, but Bush 43 won 

Catholic vote in 2004.  A majority of Catholics voted for Obama in 2008. 

  3. Jewish:  liberal influence, strong support for the Democratic Party. 

 

 D. Race. 

  1. Whites:  more conservative, greater support for Republicans. 

  2. Blacks:  more liberal, strongest supporters of Democratic Party (>90% Democratic in  

   recent presidential elections). 

  3. Hispanics:  Mexican-Americans and Puerto Ricans more liberal and supportive 

   of Democrats, Cubans more conservative and supportive of Republicans.  Bush 43 made  

   gains in Hispanic vote in 2004 (won 44%).  Obama won Hispanic vote in 2008. 

  4. Asians:  won by Democrats in 2000, 2004, and 2008 presidential elections 

 

 E. Income:  those with higher incomes ---> more conservative and supportive of Republicans, those 

  with lower incomes ---> more liberal and supportive of Democrats. 

 F. Opinion leaders. 

 G. Mass media. 

 H. Gender. 

  1. "Year of the Woman" in 1992:  many more women elected to Congress. 

  2. Clinton's appeal to "soccer moms." 

  3. Million Mom March of 2000 to demonstrate for stricter gun control laws. 

  4. Sex-sensitive issues (e.g., abortion, pornography, gun control, war) provoke different  

   views among the sexes) 

  5. Gender gap of recent years, but narrowed in 2004 pres. election (Bush won 48% of  

   female vote to Kerry’s 51%).  Bush’s stronger showing may be due to “security moms”  

   who were concerned about terrorism and national security.  Obama won 56% of women’s 

   vote in 2008.  Obama also narrowly won men’s vote:  49%-48%. 



   “NASCAR Dads:”  conservative, blue collar men. 

 

III. Cross pressure:  conflicting elements within one’s own political socialization. 

  



VOTER TURNOUT 

 
I. Historical qualifications for suffrage. 

 

 A. Religion (eliminated by state legislatures). 

 B. Property (eliminated by state legislatures). 

 C. Race (eliminated by 15th Amendment). 

 D. Sex (eliminated by 19th Amendment) 

 E. Income (eliminated by 24th Amendment banning the poll tax). 

 F. Literacy (eliminated by Voting Rights Act of 1965). 

 G. Minimum age of 21 (eliminated by 26th Amendment). 

 

II. Current qualifications (set by states): 

 

 A. Citizenship. 

 B. Residency. 

 C. Age. 

 D. Registration (in all states except ND). 

 

III. Voter turnout in U.S. as compared to foreign nations. 

 A. Voter turnout = number of those who voted/number of those age-eligible to vote 

 B. U.S.:  ~50% in presidential elections, 30%-40% in midterm congressional elections.  Even lower  

  in state/local elections.   A decline in voter turnout since 1960.  Turnout rose slightly in 2008:   

  56% 

 C.  Comparable industrialized nations in the West have much higher turnout:  as high as ~90%.  A  

  deceiving picture, however, because: 

1.The U.S. does not impose compulsion penalties (e.g., fines, govt. papers stamped "DID 

NOT VOTE") for not voting, as other countries do.   

2.Other nations have multi-party systems that allow for more choice, and perhaps a more 

meaningful vote.   

3. Other nations have automatic/same day registration. 

 

IV. Reasons for low voter turnout. 

 

 A. Institutional barriers. 

 

  1. Registration.  National Voter Registration Act of 1993 (“Motor Voter Bill”) was designed to  

  increase voter turnout: 

a. Allows people to register when renewing license or car. 

b. Various public offices also offer registration forms. 

c. Requires states to allow registration by mail. 

 

-- Has not really increased turnout significantly  

 

  2. “Ballot fatigue:”  excessive number of offices/measures on the ballot, so that voters are  

   “fatigued” in getting through entire ballot. 

 

  3. Excessive number of elections 

 

  4. Type of election: 

 



   a. General election turnout > primary election turnout.  

   b. Chief executive election turnout > legislative election turnout.   Presidential  

    elections have the highest turnout. 

   c. National election turnout > state election turnout. 

 

  5. Difficulties in obtaining absentee ballots 

  6. Young people tend to have the lowest turnout ---> when the 26th Amendment was  

   ratified, turnout "naturally" declined. 

 B. Political reasons. 

 

  1. Lack of political efficacy. 

  2. Dissatisfaction with candidates, parties, and politics in general. 

  3. Lack of strong 2-party competition. 

  4. Weakness of parties in mobilizing voters.  

 

V. Who votes?  Who doesn't?  Who cares? 

 

 A. Characteristics of those likely to vote: 

 

  1. Level of educational achievement:  the greatest predictor of voting that cuts  

   across other factors.  Those with high levels of educational achievement, regardless of  

   race, sex, or income status) are more likely to vote than those with low levels. 

  2. Income:  those with higher levels are more likely to vote. 

  3. Age:  older voters (except for the very old or infirm) are more likely to vote. 

  4. Race:  whites are more likely to vote than blacks, who are more likely to vote 

   than Hispanics.  However, when differences in socioeconomic status are factored out,  

   blacks vote at levels comparable to whites, and some studies show that they vote in  

   higher percentages. 

  5. Gender:  in the past, women voted at lower rates than men, but that is no longer the case. 

 

 B. Does low turnout matter? 

 

  1. If voters accurately represented a cross-section of the U.S., then low turnout  

   would be relatively unimportant. 

  2. The problem, however, is that older whites with higher levels of income and  

   educational achievement are over-represented ---> problem of class bias. 

 

Rebuttal:  some studies show that although nonvoters are demographically different, they are not that 

politically different from voters, and would not vote in a significantly different way than those who do vote. 

 

Other forms of political participation. 
 

 Petitions 

 Demonstrations/marches/rallies 

 Local party meetings 

 Making campaign contributions 

 Writing letters to the editor, or the Internet equivalent thereof 

 Trying to persuade others 

 



FACTORS AFFECTING VOTER BEHAVIOR 

 

I. Geography. 

 

 A. Solid South:  traditionally Democratic, but increasingly now Republican 

 B. Great Plains:  Republican trend. 

 C. Rocky Mountain region:  Republican trend. 

 D. Republicans have built on the “L:”  Rocky Mtns.-South.   

 E. New England:  traditionally Republican, but increasingly Dem. in recent years 

 F. Great Lakes region:  Democratic trend, but several swing states, e.g., Ohio 

 G. Far West:  Democratic trend 

 

II. Presence of an especially strong presidential candidate:  coattail effect. 

III. Time. 

 

 A. Maintaining elections:  political alignment remains same, e.g., 1960, 1964. 

 B. Deviating elections:  temporary change in political alignment, e.g., 1952, 1956. 

 C. Critical (“realigning”) elections:  long-term change in political alignment, e.g., 1860, 1896, 1932. 

 D. Midterm elections:  party in power has lost seats in Congress every midterm election   

 since 1938 (except for 1998 and 2002)  

 

IV. Political party identification:  psychological sense of attachment to a political party.  Show 7 point scale 

of party identification:  Strong Dem./Weak Dem./Ind. Leaning Dem./ Pure Ind./Ind. Leaning Rep./Weak 

Repub./Strong Repub. 

 

 A. Probably the strongest predictor of voting behavior.  

 B. However, more people probably "vote the man, not the party" than in the past. 

 C. Straight ticket voting:  decline in recent years.  Facilitated by party-column ballot. 

 D. Split ticket voting:  increase in recent years.  Facilitated by office-column ballot. 

 E. Independents. 

 

  1. Rising number (~ 1/3) - decline in Dem. & Rep. Members. 

  2. Some are "leaners:"  Independent Republicans or Independent Democrats. 

  3. Others are pure independents, with no pattern of voting behavior. (~12%) 

  4. Many tend to be young, college educated, with above average incomes.  

 

V. Demographic factors. 

 

 A. Sex. 

 

  1. Males:  more likely than females to vote Republican.  

  2. Females:  more likely than males to vote Democratic.  "Gender gap." 

 

 B. Race. 

 

  1. White:  more likely than nonwhites to vote Republican. 

  2. Nonwhite:  more likely than whites to vote Democratic.  Blacks are the most 

   loyal Democratic voters. 

 

 C. Social class 

   



  1. Lower:  more likely than upper to vote Democratic. 

  2. Upper:  more likely than lower to vote Republican. 

 

 D. Religion. 

 

  1. Protestant:  more likely to vote Republican. 

  2. Catholic:  traditionally more likely to vote Democratic, but Bush 43 won Catholic vote in  

   2004.  Obama won the Catholic vote in 2008. 

  3. Jewish:  more likely to vote Democratic. 

 

 E. Issues (esp. state of the economy  -- “It’s the economy, stupid!” from ’92 election, and Bush 43 tax  

     cuts to pull nation out of recession). 

 

  1. Retrospective voting:  looking back on whether or not things have gotten better 

   or worse since the last election. 

  2. Prospective voting:  looking at the candidates' views on the issues, and how they 

   will accordingly handle the office if elected. 

 

 F. Candidate appeal, e.g., character, leadership, charisma 

 

 

 

SOME HUMOROUS STATISTICS REGARDING FLORIDA VOTERS IN THE 2000 ELECTION 

 

 

 1000 Florida voters voted for all ten presidential candidates 

 3600 voted for all ten candidates except Bush 

 700 voted for all ten candidates except Gore 

 7000 voted for BOTH Bush and Gore 



CONGRESSIONAL ELECTIONS 

 

I. Intro. 

 

A. US cong. elections are regularly scheduled, as compared to Br. where elections are called by govt at 

time of its choosing 

B. Members of Cong. have fixed terms. 

C. Term limits imposed by states have been overturned by Sup. Ct. (US Term Limits v. Thornton) on 

grounds that they would, in effect, be adding another qualification for members of Congress  this 

would require a const. amendment. 

D. US uses winner take all/single member district system (“1st past the post”):  most votes wins the seat.  

E. Contrast with proportional representation/multi-member district system used in Europe 

 

II. Primary elections. 

 

 A. A Progressive reform from the early 20th century designed to weaken parties. 

 B. Types: 

 

  1. Closed. 

 

   a. Used in most states. 

   b. Only registered party members can vote for partisan offices, no crossing of party  

    lines. 

 

  2. Open:  Independents may vote, voters get ballot of any one party they wish --->  

   crossing of party lines allowed ---> danger of "raiding" and damage to pol. parties. 

  3. Blanket ("free love"):  Independents may vote, voters can "mix and match"  

   their votes, i.e., vote for candidates of different parties for different offices.  Damage  

   to political parties.  Used in CA 1998-2000, but overturned by Supreme Court.  Used in  

   WA and Alaska, also. 

 

III. Factors affecting outcomes of congressional elections. 

 

 A. Incumbency:  the greatest influence. 

   

  1. Scope of incumbency advantage: 

 

   a. ~ 90% of congressmen who run are reelected, ~ 80% of senators. 

   b. Lack of competitiveness ---> charges of "permanent Congress" and the call for  

    congressional term limits (ruled unconst. by Supreme Court). 

 

  2. Advantages of incumbents. 

 

   a. Franking privilege. 

   b. Campaign staff already in place. 

   c. Gerrymandered districts.  “Safe seats.”  

   d. Committee service to district. 

   e. Name recognition. 

   f. Casework done for constituents. 

   g. Pork barrel projects for district.  Explosion of “earmarks” in recent years:  pet  

    projects that members designate for their states/districts.  Example:  Congressman 



    McKeon earmarked $49,000 for a National Mule and Packers Museum in Bishop, 

    CA. 

   h. Money, e.g., in recent House elections, incumbents outspent challengers by 3:1  

    ratio.  Incumbents build a “war chest” to discourage challengers from running. 

 

 B. Type of election. 

 

  1. Incumbent campaigns:  least competitive.  Often in districts w/safe seats. 

  2. Weak challenger campaigns:  uncompetitive, but more competitive than inc. camp. 

  3. Strong challenger campaigns:  more competitive than above two. 

  4. Open seat campaigns (the most competitive). 

  5. House or Senate (latter more competitive). 

  6. Midterm elections ---> loss of congressional seats for party of President  

 

   a. This occurred in House every year from 1938-1994.   

   b. Exceptions in congressional elections of 1998 and 2002. 

   c. Once again, in 2006, President’s party lost seats, and even control, of both houses  

    of Congress. 

  

 C. Coattail effect. 

 D. Media, esp. in Senate elections. 

 E. Party affiliation -- still a strong predictor of voting behavior. 

 F. Issues. 

 G. Campaign consultants:  increasing importance of these, and decreasing importance 

  of political parties. 

 H. Technology. 



PATH TO THE PRESIDENCY 

 

I. "Invisible primary:" unofficial campaigning done by unofficial candidates. 

II. Nomination phase. 

 A. Some states use conventions method of sending delegates to national convention. 

  1. Local caucuses ---> district convention ---> state convention ---> national 

   convention.  Each level selects delegates to attend higher level. 

  2. Importance of Iowa:  1st state to hold caucuses each pres. election yr. -> chance for  

   candidate to build momentum for succeeding caucuses and primaries. 

 

 B. Other states use presidential primaries as method of sending delegates to national 

  convention.  Increased use of primaries in the last 30 years. 

   

  1. "Beauty contest primary:" voters vote for candidates and state parties select delegates to  

   attend the convention either on a proportional basis (Democratic Party) or a winner-take- 

   all basis (Republican Party). 

  2. Delegate selection primary:  voters vote for delegates to attend convention. 

  3. Combination of above. 

  4. Importance of New Hampshire:  the 1st state to hold primary each election yr. -> chance  

   for candidate to build momentum for succeeding caucuses and primaries. 

  5. "Front-loading" trend:  primaries are held earlier and earlier.  The idea of “Super   

   Tuesday,” where many southern states held their primaries early in the election season,  

   has morphed into a situation where more and more non-southern states are moving up the 

   dates of their primaries, as well. 

 

 C. Democratic Party has used “superdelegates” since 1982:  automatically selected to attend   

  national convention on basis of being party leaders and/or office holders.  Purpose was to restore  

  a prominent role for those party leaders and elected officials at the convention 

 

 D. National convention. 

  1. Selection of presidential nominee:  a mere formality since the winner is known well  

  ahead of time ---> emphasis on "image" instead of "scrimmage," "ratification rather   

  than nomination." 

  2. Selection of v.p. nominee. 

   a. Chosen by pres. nominee and rubber stamped by convention. 

   b. "Balancing the ticket." 

  3. Development of party platform. 

  4. Reconciliation and unification of party by end of convention. 

 

 E. Analysis of presidential nominating system. 

  1. Pro: 

   a. Highly participatory:  caucuses, primaries, conventions. 

   b. Highly representative. 

   c. A testing ground for candidates.  Weeds out weaker candidates. 

   

  2. Con: 

   a. Low rates of turnout. 

   b. Too lengthy. 

   c. Does not test candidates for qualities they need as President.  Too much 

    emphasis on media game. 



   d.    Front-loading has adversely affected states with later primaries.  In essence, these  

    states have no say in who is nominated. 

   e.  Voters in primaries tend to be better educated and more affluent than those in  

    general elections. 

   f. Delegates at caucuses and conventions tend to be unrepresentative:  more   

    ideological, more activist, more educated, less moderate, much more wealthy.   

    “Selectorate” replaces the “electorate.” 

III. Fall campaign.   

IV. Election day. 

V. Meeting of electors. 

VI. Formal election. 

VII. Inauguration day. 

 

THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE 
 

I. Rationale for such a system at the Constitutional Convention: 

 

 A. Poor communication ---> common people would lack essential information. 

 B. Desire to have the "best" people select the President.  Fear that the common people 

  might be swayed by demagogues. 

 C. A compromise by those who wanted direct election and those who wanted the Congress 

  to elect the President. 

 

II. Allotment of electoral votes to states. 

 

 A. Each state has as many electoral votes as it has members in Congress. 

 B. Minimum #:  3. 

 C. Washington D.C. has 3 votes by virtue of Amendment 23. 

 D. Total of 538 votes. 

 E. California has highest number (55). 

 F. Implications of movement of people from "Rust Belt" to "Sun Belt:" increasing    

 representation in latter, decreasing in the former. 

 

III. Selection of electors:  each party develops a "slate" of electors prior to the election 

 (typically loyal party members). 

 

IV. Winning of electoral votes. 

 

 A. Candidate with most popular votes (only a plurality is needed) wins all of that state's  

  electoral votes (winner-take-all) ---> concentration of campaigning in large, competitive states.    

  Emphasis on “swing” states, e.g., FL, OH, PA, MI. 

 B. Electors meet in respective state capitals in December to cast ballots. 

 

V. Winning the election. 

 A. Majority of electoral votes (270) needed to win. 

 B. If no candidate has majority (this is what the Founders thought would happen most of 

  the time.  They did not anticipate the development of the two-party system): 

 

  1. House selects President from among top 3 candidates.   

  2. Each state has 1 vote.   

  3. Done in 1800 and 1824.   



  4. Senate selects V.P. from among top two candidates. 

 

VI. Criticisms. 

A. President can be elected w/only a plurality, rather than a majority, of popular votes, esp. 

 w/presence of strong 3rd party candidates. 

 

B. Possibility of a minority President (1824, 1876, 1888, 2000).  This is due to the winner take all 

 feature that distorts margins of victory within states. 

 

 C. "Faithless electors:" no fed. law requires electors to vote the way they are "supposed" 

  to vote. 

 

D. Small states proportionately overrepresented, e.g., Wyoming, with about 500,000 people, has 3 

 electoral votes, or about 1 vote per 166,666 people.  California, with about 33 million people, has 

 55 electoral votes, or about 1 vote per 600,000 people.  This is why it is unlikely that a const. 

 amend. abolishing the Electoral College will be passed:  small states like their 

 overrepresentation. 

 

 E. Small states ridiculously overrepresented if election goes to House, e.g., Wyoming 

  would have same voting power as California 

.   

F. Inhibits development of third parties, e.g., Perot won 19% of the vote in 1992, but won zero 

 electoral votes since he did not win any states. 

 

VII. Alternatives. 

 A. Direct election:  each person’s vote would count as much as every other person’s vote 

  

 B. District system (candidate who wins a congressional district wins that district's  

  electoral vote).  Overall winner in a state would get the two “bonus” electoral votes by virtue of  

  its senate seats. 

 C. Proportional system (candidate gets same % of electoral votes as popular votes). 

  

 D. Keep electoral votes but abolish the electors themselves. 

 

VIII. Why has the electoral college system not been abolished? 

 

1. Tradition/reluctance to tamper with the Const. 

 

2. Difficulties in amending the Constitution 

 

3. Opposition from the overrepresented small states 

 

4. Opposition from urban racial minorities: concentration of racial minorities in swing states give them    

the clout to “tip the scales” towards their favored candidates under the present system. 

 

  



CAMPAIGN FINANCE 

 

I. Federal Election Campaign Acts, 1971-1974:  disclosure, subsidies, limitations. 

 

 A. Established a Fed. Elections Commission to regulate fed. elections. 

 B. All candidates must disclose contributions and expenditures. 

 C. Presidential candidates can receive fed. subsidies on a matching fund basis  

(money comes from tax check-offs).  In ’04, Kerry and Bush each received $74 million.  Obama 

chose not to take federal funds in ’08, and was therefore able to spend unlimited amounts.  

McCain accepted the federal funds. 

D. Presidential candidates who receive fed. money are subjected to spending limitations.  If they do 

 not take the money (Bush in 2004 primaries), they are not subject to spending limitations. 

 E. Contribution limitations: 

 

  1. Individuals:  $1000 per candidate, per election. 

  2. PACs:  $5,000 per candidate, per election, and no overall cap. 

 

F. Effect of Buckley v. Valeo (1976) on FECA: 

 

 1. Court upheld limits on campaign contributions 

 2. Court struck down limits on congressional campaign spending.  1st Amendment protects  

    spending as a form of expression.   (Limits still OK for presidential races because the fed. govt. 

    subsidizes them). 

 

II. Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA) of 2002 (McCain-Feingold Bill) 

 

A. Bans soft money donations to national political parties.  Soft money:  undisclosed, unlimited 

 donations to parties for party building activities. 

B. Limits soft money donations to state political parties to $10,000 -> restricts use of these 

 donations to voter registration and get-out-the-vote drives 

C.  Doubled individuals’ “hard money” donations to $2000, and indexes future increases to inflation 

 (now $2400 for 2009-10 election cycle).  Hard money:  disclosed, limited donations to 

 candidates. 

D.  No change on PAC limits.  Still $5,000 for 2009-10 election cycle. 

Unions and corporations banned from giving soft money to parties 

 

III. Analysis. 

 A. No subsidies for congressional campaigns ---> further incumbency advantage. 

 B. No limits on spending in congressional races (these were overturned in Buckley v.  

  Valeo, 1976).  

  1. Massive spending on congressional races and further incumbency advantage. 

  2. Members of Congress spend great amounts of time with fund-raising projects. 

  3. Late-starters are discouraged. 

 

C. No limitations on independent expenditures, i.e., money not donated to party or candidate but 

 rather spent on behalf of a candidate.  “527s”, tax exempt groups that engage in political 

 activities, can receive unlimited contributions and spend them on voter mobilization efforts and 

 issue advocacy ads that praise or slam a candidate (though they cannot explicitly endorse a 

 candidate).  MoveOn.org is a prominent liberal 527.  “Swiftboat Veterans for Truth” was a  

 prominent conservative 527 in the 2004 election.  527s are, in part, a response to the BCRA’s 

 ban on soft money donations to national political parties. 



D. Minor presidential candidates cannot receive subsidies before the election unless their party e

 arned at least 5% of the popular vote in the previous election.   

 E.  Parties are weakened since presidential election funds go to the candidates themselves rather  

  than the parties ---> rise of candidate-centered campaigns rather than party-centered campaigns. 

       F. Growth of PACs and candidate dependence on PACs 

       G.  No limitations on “bundling.” 

 H. Cost of campaigning has risen -> more time spent on fundraising by candidates. 


