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One Voter, One Vote

Outline of a talk given to the Culture Project on September 27, 2004.

Introduction

• Good evening.
• I’d like to begin with a word of thanks to the Naked Angels Theater

Company and The Culture Project.  Thank you for presenting “The
Issues Project: Democracy”, and thank you for inviting me to speak.
It’s really great to be here.

• Tonight I am briefly going to talk about our country, and the way
that we elect the President of the United States.

• First a little context, since many of you may not know who this guy
is on stage…My name is David Bennahum, and I’m a writer, and in
addition to the books and columns I work on, one of my recent
projects this year has been to help start an organization called Media
Matters for America, a non-profit dedicated to monitoring and
correcting conservative misinformation in the media.

• So in the course of my work, I’ve been thinking a lot about the way
we conduct presidential elections.  And I’m worried.  I’m worried
that basic issues of fairness in our democracy aren’t being
addressed.

• Those issues of fairness came front and center on election night four
years ago, and I fear that they are returning to haunt us again.

The Problem: the electoral college is unfair.

• Who amongst us can forget election night 2000? Anecdote of where
you were watching the results.

• And the ensuing debacle.  Even though Al Gore won the popular
vote by 543,895 votes, he wound up losing the election in the
Electoral College by five votes, out of 537.

• It was at that moment that many of us woke up and realized, for the
first time, that we don’t live in a democracy.  When it comes to the
President, it’s not “one voter one vote,” but rather “one voter, some
kind of vote.”  Put differently, not all votes, or voters, are equal.

• The 2000 election was the third time since the Civil War that a
candidate won the popular vote but lost the election.

• “One voter, one vote” Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?
• There was a chance then, in the fall of 2000, after Al Gore had

conceded the presidency to George W. Bush to have reformed the
way we vote for President.  At best, it could have meant abolishing
the Electoral College entirely, replacing it with direct election of the
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president.  Or, as a middle ground, it could have led to an end of the
“voter take all” principle, where whoever has the most popular
votes in a state gets all the electors from that state, to a proportionate
distribution of electors, where each candidate retains electors
representing their share of that state’s popular vote.

• Instead, we let the issue slide.  And now, four years later, it’s back.
Three weeks ago, for instance, the New York Times called for the
abolition of the Electoral College, concluding “It's a ridiculous setup,
which thwarts the will of the majority, distorts presidential
campaigning and has the potential to produce a true constitutional
crisis. There should be a bipartisan movement for direct election of
the president.”

• Part of the problem with abolishing the Electoral College is that
people don’t understand how unfair it really is.

• So I decided to a little homework, and set out to calculate which
voters in America have the best votes, which ones have the worst
votes.  Meaning that the best votes have the strongest influence on
the outcome of the presidential election, and the worst votes have
the weakest effect on the election.  And how big a difference there is
between them.  Here’s what I learned…please forgive me for the
statistics I am about to give you…there are a lot of numbers here.

• There are now 538 votes in the Electoral College.  The ten smallest
states in America control 32 of those votes.  That’s about 6%.  But
their population adds up to 7.6 million, or 2% of our population.  So
right there, you can see that those 10 states have three times the
leverage that they should have.  In fact, they add up in population to
being about the size of NY City.

• Population of New York city in 2000 = 8 million. Imagine if NY city
had 32 electoral votes of its own.

• So what state gets the most influence?  Tiny Wyoming (a “red state”
in 2000).  It has about 493 thousand people, of which 360 thousand
are eligible voters.  They automatically get three electors (the
minimum for any state, no matter what the population).  To break it
down, in Wyoming 120 thousand eligible voters control one
electoral vote.

• The state with the least direct influence, based on the ratio of eligible
voters to Electoral College votes is Pennsylvania.  In PA, it takes
about 436 thousand people to control one electoral vote.

• So a voter in Wyoming counts almost three times more than a voter
in Pennsylvania – 2.6 times more, to be exact.

• The state in the middle—meaning the one that is perfectly balanced
between the top 25 states and the bottom 25 states is Oregon.  In
Oregon (a “blue state” in 2000) 345 thousand eligible voters can
control one elector.
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• You might be wondering how many of the top 25 states are red
states.  16 of them went for Bush in 2000.  So almost two-thirds of the
most powerful states are in the red camp.  That gives the Republican
party a tremendous advantage in the election.

• Some statistics about those top 25 states.  The cumulative population
of those top 25 states is about 48.5 million people, or 17%.  17% of
the population controls 50% of the Electoral College.  That’s not fair.

• At this point, some of you might be wondering how things could get
so distorted.  Here’s why: no matter how small a state is, it always
gets a minimum of three electoral votes: one for each senator, and
one for its Congressman.  Thus, a state with just one eligible voter
would still get three Electoral College votes.  That’s why those tiny
states, with populations smaller than Manhattan alone, get so much
power.

• And speaking of New York, where does our state fall in all this?  It’s
number 47, making it one of the weakest when it comes to the ratio
of eligible voters to electors.  In NY, it takes about 402 thousand
voters to control one elector.  A voter in Wyoming is worth more
than twice as much as a voter in New York, 2.3 times more to be
exact.

• It’s for these reasons that the New York Times argued, in part, that
the Electoral College “makes members of the majority party … feel
less than crucial. It's hard to tell New York City children that every
vote is equally important.”

• Now I have thrown a lot of numbers at you tonight, and for those of
you that want to look at them again, and see how they were
calculated, I’ve put them online at my web site
www.bennahum.com.

Conclusion

• For a democracy to function, it must fairly reflect the will of the
voters.  If it doesn’t, then the government’s legitimacy will be
reduced, and at worst it could cause a constitutional crisis.  Our
system for electing the president isn’t fair any more.

• What seemed like a theory—that a person could win the popular
vote but lose the election—is now reality, and it could happen again
this year.

• So how do we change things?  We have to amend the Constitution,
and allow for election of the president by popular vote.  It wouldn’t
be the first time we’ve done changed the Constitution to make it
more democratic.  Today, we vote directly for our Senators.  But
until 1913, Senators were appointed by the state legislatures.  In
1913, a majority of the states (36 out of 48 to be exact) voted to pass
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an amendment to the Constitution, giving us the right to vote for
our own Senators, just as we continue to do today.

• We are at similar cross roads today, with an electoral system that is
out of touch with America’s evolving values as a democracy.

• If you believe that it’s time to abolish the Electoral College, then the
long road towards amending the Constitution begins with our two
leading national parties, democrats and republicans.  One possible
first step is for those who believe in abolishing the Electoral College
will self-organize and start a nationwide grass-roots movement to
abolish the Electoral College.  Only through bottom-up pressure will
politicians be forced to take a stand on this important issue.

• I have little doubt that any fair thinking American, upon closer
examination of what’s at stake, who believes that one voter should
really get one vote, will also reach the conclusion that it’s time to
disband the electoral college.

• Thank you.


