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United States Presidential Election





The election of the President and Vice President of the United States is an indirect vote in which citizens of the United States registered to vote in one of the fifty states or Washington, D.C cast ballots for a set of members of the U.S. Electoral College. These electors then cast direct votes for the President and Vice President. If both votes result in an absolute majority, the election is over. If a majority of electors do not vote for President, the House of Representatives chooses the President; if a majority of electors do not vote for Vice President, the Senate votes. Presidential elections occur quadrennially[image: External link] on Election Day, which since 1845 has been the Tuesday after the first Monday in November,[1][2][3] coinciding with the general elections of various other federal, state, and local races. The 2016 U.S. presidential election is scheduled for November 8.

The process is regulated by a combination of both federal and state laws. Each state is allocated a number of Electoral College electors equal to the number of its Senators and Representatives in the U.S. Congress.[4] Additionally, the District of Columbia is given a number of electors equal to the whole number of Senators and Representatives in Congress to which the District would be entitled if it were a State, but in no event more than the least populous state.[5] U.S. territories are not represented in the Electoral College.

Under the U.S. Constitution, each state legislature is allowed to designate a way of choosing electors.[4] Thus, the popular vote on Election Day is conducted by the various states and not directly by the federal government. In other words, it is really an amalgamation of separate elections held in each state and Washington, D.C. instead of a single national election. Once chosen, the electors can vote for anyone, but – with rare exceptions like an unpledged elector or faithless elector – they vote for their designated candidates and their votes are certified by Congress, who is the final judge of electors, in early January. The presidential term then officially begins on Inauguration Day, January 20 (although the formal inaugural ceremony traditionally takes place on the 21st if the 20th is a Sunday).

The nomination process, consisting of the primary elections and caucuses and the nominating conventions, was never specified in the Constitution, and was instead developed over time by the states and the political parties. The primary elections are staggered generally between January and June before the general election in November, while the nominating conventions are held in the summer. This too is also an indirect election process, where voters cast ballots for a slate of delegates to a political party's nominating convention, who then in turn elect their party's presidential nominee. Each party's presidential nominee then chooses a vice presidential running mate to join with him or her on the same ticket, and this choice is rubber-stamped by the convention. Because of changes to national campaign finance laws since the 1970s regarding the disclosure of contributions for federal campaigns, presidential candidates from the major political parties usually declare their intentions to run as early as the spring of the previous calendar year before the election.[6] Thus, the entire modern presidential campaign and election process usually takes almost two years.
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Article Two of the United States Constitution originally established the method of presidential elections, including the Electoral College. This was a result of a compromise between those constitutional framers who wanted the Congress to choose the president, and those who preferred a national popular vote.[7]

Each state is allocated a number of electors that is equal to the size of its delegation in both houses of Congress combined. With the ratification of the 23rd Amendment to the Constitution in 1969, the District of Columbia is also granted a number of electors, equal to the number of those held by the least populous state. However, U.S. territories are not represented in the Electoral College.

Constitutionally, the manner for choosing electors is determined within each state by its legislature. During the first presidential election in 1789, only 6 of the 13 original states chose electors by any form of popular vote.[8] Gradually throughout the years, the states began conducting popular elections to help choose their slate of electors, resulting in the overall, nationwide indirect election system that it is today.

Under the original system established by Article Two, electors could cast two votes to two different candidates for president. The candidate with the highest number of votes (provided it was a majority of the electoral votes) became the president, and the second-place candidate became the vice president. This presented a problem during the presidential election of 1800 when Aaron Burr received the same number of electoral votes as Thomas Jefferson and challenged Jefferson's election to the office. In the end, Jefferson was chosen as the president because of Alexander Hamilton's influence in the House of Representatives. This added to the deep rivalry between Burr and Hamilton which resulted in their famous 1804 duel.

In response to the 1800 election, the 12th Amendment was passed, requiring electors to cast two distinct votes: one for President and another for Vice President. While this solved the problem at hand, it ultimately had the effect of lowering the prestige of the Vice Presidency, as the office was no longer for the leading challenger for the Presidency. The separate ballots for President and Vice President became something of a moot issue later in the 19th century when it became the norm for popular elections to determine a state's Electoral College delegation. Electors chosen this way are pledged to vote for a particular presidential and vice presidential candidate (offered by the same political party). So, while the Constitution says that the President and Vice President are chosen separately, in practice they are chosen together.

The 12th Amendment also established rules when no candidate wins a majority vote in the Electoral College. In the presidential election of 1824, Andrew Jackson received a plurality, but not a majority, of electoral votes cast. The election was thrown to the House of Representatives, and John Quincy Adams was elected to the presidency. A deep rivalry resulted between Andrew Jackson and House Speaker Henry Clay, who had also been a candidate in the election.

Since 1824, aside from the occasional "faithless elector," the popular vote determines the winner of a presidential election by determining the electoral vote, as each state or district's popular vote determines its electoral college vote. Although the nationwide popular vote does not directly determine the winner of a presidential election, it does strongly correlate with who is the victor. In 52 of the 56 total elections held so far (about 93 percent), the winner of the national popular vote has also carried the Electoral College vote. The winners of the nationwide popular vote and the Electoral College vote differ only in close elections. In highly competitive elections, candidates focus on turning out their vote in the contested swing states critical to winning an electoral college majority, so they do not try to maximize their popular vote by real or fraudulent vote increases in one-party areas.[9]

However, candidates can fail to get the most votes in the nationwide popular vote in a Presidential election and still win that election. In the 1824 election, Jackson won the popular vote, but no one received the majority of electoral votes. According to the 12th Amendment in the Constitution, the House of Representatives must choose the president out of the top 3 people in the election. Clay had come fourth, so he threw his support to Adams, who then won. Because Adams later named Clay his Secretary of State, Jackson's supporters claimed that Adams gained the presidency by making a deal with Clay. Charges of a "corrupt bargain" followed Adams through his term. Then in 1876, 1888 and 2000, the winner of electoral vote lost the popular vote outright. Numerous constitutional amendments have been submitted seeking to replace the Electoral College with a direct popular vote, but none has ever successfully passed both Houses of Congress. Another alternate proposal is the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact, an interstate compact whereby individual participating states agree to allocate their electors based on the winner of the national popular vote instead of just their respective statewide results.

The presidential election day was established on a Tuesday in the month of November because of the factors involved (weather, harvests and worship). When voters used to travel to the polls by horse, Tuesday was an ideal day because it allowed people to worship on Sunday, ride to their county seat on Monday, and vote on Tuesday–all before market day, Wednesday. The month of November also fits nicely between harvest time and harsh winter weather, which could be especially bad to people traveling by horse and buggy.[10]

Until 1937, presidents were not sworn in until March 4 because it took so long to count and report ballots, and because of the winner's logistical issues of moving to the capital. With better technology and the 20th Amendment being passed, presidential inaugurations were moved to noon on January 20–allowing presidents to start their duties sooner.[10]

The Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971 was enacted to increase disclosure of contributions for federal campaigns. Subsequent amendments to law require that candidates to a federal office must file a Statement of Candidacy with the Federal Election Commission before they can receive contributions aggregating in excess of $5,000 or make expenditures aggregating in excess of $5,000. Thus, this began a trend of presidential candidates declaring their intentions to run as early as the Spring of the previous calendar year so they can start raising and spending the money needed for their nationwide campaign.[6]

The first president, George Washington, was elected as an independent. Since the election of his successor, John Adams, in 1796, all winners of U.S. presidential elections have represented one of two major parties. Third parties have taken second place only twice, in 1860 and 1912. The last time a third (independent) candidate achieved significant success (although still finishing in third place) was in 1992.
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Article Two[image: External link] of the United States Constitution stipulates that for a person to serve as President, the individual must be a natural-born citizen of the United States, at least 35 years old, and a resident of the United States for a period of no less than 14 years. A candidate may start running his or her campaign early before turning 35 years old or completing 14 years of residency, but must meet the age and residency requirements by Inauguration Day. The Twenty-second Amendment to the Constitution also sets a term limit: a President cannot be elected to more than two terms.

The U.S. Constitution also has two provisions that apply to all federal offices in general, not just the presidency. Article I, Section 3, Clause 7[image: External link] states that if the U.S. Congress convicts any officer on impeachment, they may also bar that person from holding any public office in the future. And Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment[image: External link] prohibits the election to any federal office of any person who had previously held any federal or state office and then engaged in insurrection, rebellion or treason; this disqualification can be waived if such an individual gains the consent of two-thirds of both houses of Congress.

In addition, the Twelfth Amendment establishes that the Vice-President must meet all of the qualifications of being a President.

Although not a mandatory requirement, Federal campaign finance laws including the Federal Election Campaign Act state that a candidate who intends to receive contributions aggregating in excess of $5,000 or make expenditures aggregating in excess of $5,000, among others, must first file a Statement of Candidacy with the Federal Election Commission.[11] This has led presidential candidates, especially members from the two major political parties, to officially announce their intentions to run as early as the spring of the previous calendar year so they can start raising or spending the money needed for their nationwide campaign.[6] Potential candidates usually form exploratory committees even earlier to determining the feasibility of them actually running.

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
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Main articles: United States presidential primary and United States presidential nominating convention

The modern nominating process of U.S. presidential elections currently consists of two major parts: a series of presidential primary elections and caucuses held in each state, and the presidential nominating conventions held by each political party. This process was never included in the United States Constitution, and thus evolved over time by the political parties to clear the field of candidates.

The primary elections are run by state and local governments, while the caucuses are organized directly by the political parties. Some states hold only primary elections, some hold only caucuses, and others use a combination of both. These primaries and caucuses are staggered generally between January and June before the federal election, with Iowa and New Hampshire traditionally holding the first presidential state caucus and primary, respectively.

Like the general election, presidential caucuses or primaries are indirect elections. The major political parties officially vote for their presidential candidate at their respective nominating conventions, usually all held in the summer before the federal election. Depending on each state's law and state's political party rules, when voters cast ballots for a candidate in a presidential caucus or primary, they may be voting to award delegates "bound" to vote for a candidate at the presidential nominating conventions, or they may simply be expressing an opinion that the state party is not bound to follow in selecting delegates to their respective national convention.

Unlike the general election, voters in the U.S. territories can also elect delegates to the national conventions. Furthermore, each political party can determine how many delegates to allocate to each state and territory. In 2012 for example, the Democratic and Republican party conventions each used two different formulas to allocate delegates. The Democrats based theirs on two main factors: (1) the proportion of votes each state gave to the Democratic candidate in the previous three presidential elections, and (2) the number of electoral votes each state had in the Electoral College.[12] In contrast, the Republicans assigned to each state 10 delegates, plus 3 delegates per congressional district.[13] Both parties then gave fixed amounts of delegates to each territory, and finally bonus delegates to states and territories that passed certain criteria.[12][13]

Along with delegates chosen during primaries and caucuses, state and U.S. territory delegations to both the Democratic and Republican party conventions also include "unpledged" delegates that have a vote. For Republicans, they consist of the three top party officials from each state and territory. Democrats have a more expansive group of unpledged delegates called "superdelegates", who are party leaders and elected officials.

Each party's presidential candidate also chooses a vice presidential nominee to run with him or her on the same ticket, and this choice is rubber-stamped by the convention.

If no single candidate has secured a majority of delegates (including both pledged and unpledged), then a "brokered convention" results. All pledged delegates are then "released" and are able to switch their allegiance to a different candidate. Thereafter, the nomination is decided through a process of alternating political horse trading, and additional rounds of re-votes.[14][15][16][17]
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Under the United States Constitution, the manner of choosing electors for the Electoral College is determined by each state's legislature. Although each state currently designates electors by popular vote, other methods are allowed. For instance, a number of states formerly chose presidential electors by a vote of the state legislature itself.

However, federal law does specify that all electors must be selected on the same day, which is "the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November," i.e. a Tuesday no earlier than November 2 and no later than November 8.[18] Today, the states and the District of Columbia each conduct their own popular elections on Election Day to help determine their respective slate of electors. Thus, the presidential election is really an amalgamation of separate and simultaneous state elections instead of a single national election run by the federal government.

Like any other election in the United States, the eligibility of an individual for voting is set out in the Constitution and regulated at state level. The Constitution states that suffrage cannot be denied on grounds of race or color, sex or age for citizens eighteen years or older. Beyond these basic qualifications, it is the responsibility of state legislatures to regulate voter eligibility.

Generally, voters are required to vote on a ballot where they select the candidate of their choice. The presidential ballot is a vote "for the electors of a candidate" meaning that the voter is not voting for the candidate, but endorsing a slate of electors pledged to vote for a specific presidential and vice presidential candidate.

Many voting ballots allow a voter to “blanket vote” for all candidates in a particular political party or to select individual candidates on a line by line voting system. Which candidates appear on the voting ticket is determined through a legal process known as ballot access. Usually, the size of the candidate's political party and the results of the major nomination conventions determine who is pre-listed on the presidential ballot. Thus, the presidential election ticket will not list every candidate running for President, but only those who have secured a major party nomination or whose size of their political party warrants having been formally listed. Laws are in effect to have other candidates pre-listed on a ticket, provided that enough voters have endorsed the candidate, usually through a signature list.

The final way to be elected for president is to have one's name written in at the time of election as a write-in candidate. This is used for candidates who did not fulfill the legal requirements to be pre-listed on the voting ticket. It is also used by voters to express a distaste for the listed candidates, by writing in an alternative candidate for president such as Mickey Mouse or comedian Stephen Colbert (whose application was voted down by the South Carolina Democratic Party). In any event, a write-in candidate has never won an election for President of the United States.

Because U.S. territories are not represented in the Electoral College, U.S. citizens in those areas do not vote in the general election for President. Guam has held straw polls for president since the 1980 election to draw attention to this fact.[19]

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
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Main article: Electoral College (United States)

Most state laws establish a winner-take-all system, wherein the ticket that wins a plurality of votes wins all of that state's allocated electoral votes, and thus has their slate of electors chosen to vote in the Electoral College. Maine and Nebraska do not use this method, opting instead to give two electoral votes to the statewide winner and one electoral vote to the winner of each Congressional district.

Each state's winning slate of electors then meets at their respective state's capital on the first Monday after the second Wednesday in December to cast their electoral votes on separate ballots for President and Vice President. Although Electoral College members can technically vote for anyone under the U.S. Constitution, 24 states have laws to punish faithless electors,[20] those who do not cast their electoral votes for the person whom they have pledged to elect.

In early January, the total Electoral College vote count is opened by the sitting Vice President, acting in his capacity as President of the Senate[image: External link], and read aloud to a joint session of the incoming Congress, which was elected at the same time as the President.

If no candidate receives a majority of the electoral vote (currently at least 270), the President is determined by the rules outlined by the 12th Amendment. Specifically, the selection of President would then be decided by a ballot of the House of Representatives. For the purposes of electing the President, each state has only one vote. A ballot of the Senate is held to choose the Vice President. In this ballot, each senator has one vote. The House of Representatives has chosen the victor of the presidential race only twice, in 1800 and 1824; the Senate has chosen the victor of the vice-presidential race only once, in 1836.

If the President is not chosen by Inauguration Day, the Vice President-elect acts as President. If neither are chosen by then, Congress by law determines who shall act as President, pursuant to the 20th Amendment.

Unless there are faithless electors, disputes, or other controversies, the events in December and January mentioned above are largely a formality since the winner can be determined based on the state-by-state popular vote results. Between the general election and Inauguration Day, this apparent winner is referred to as the "President-elect" (unless it is a sitting President that has won re-election).
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The typical periods of the presidential election process are as follows, with the dates corresponding to the 2016 general election:


	Spring 2015 – Candidates announce their intentions to run, and (if necessary) file their Statement of Candidacy with the Federal Election Commission

	August 2015 to March 2016 – Primary and caucus debates

	February 1 to June 14, 2016 – Primaries and caucuses

	April to August, 2016 – Nominating conventions (including those of the minor third parties)

	September and October, 2016 – Presidential election debates

	November 8, 2016 – Election Day

	December, 2016 – Electors cast their electoral votes

	Early January, 2017 – Congress counts and certifies the electoral votes

	January 20, 2017 – Inauguration Day
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See also: List of Presidents of the United States by previous experience and List of Presidents of the United States by other offices held

A number of trends in the political experience of presidents have been observed over the years. In recent decades, the presidential nominees of both major parties have been either incumbent presidents, sitting or former vice presidents, sitting or former U.S. Senators, or sitting or former state Governors. The last major nominee from either party who had not previously served in such an office was General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who won the Republican nomination and ultimately the presidency in the 1952 election. Chester A. Arthur had held no federal or statewide office, before becoming Vice President and then President following the assassination of President James A. Garfield in 1881.

The U.S. Secretary of State used to be a stepping-stone to the White House, with five of the six Presidents who served between 1801 and 1841 previously holding that office. However, since 1841, only one Secretary of State has gone on to be President (James Buchanan).

Fourteen Presidents have previously served as Vice President. However, only John Adams (1796), Thomas Jefferson (1800), Martin Van Buren (1836), Richard Nixon (1968) and George H. W. Bush (1988) began their first term after winning an election. Among the remaining nine who began their first term as President according to the presidential line of succession after their respective predecessor died or resigned from office, Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, Harry S. Truman, and Lyndon B. Johnson were reelected. John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, Chester A. Arthur, and Gerald Ford served as President but never won any presidential election. Ford had been appointed to the Vice Presidency through the processes of the Twenty-fifth Amendment and lost the 1976 presidential election, making him the only President to have never been elected to national office.

In the 2008 election, the nominees of both major parties, Barack Obama and John McCain, were sitting U.S. Senators. Before 2008, fifteen presidents previously served in the Senate, including four of the five Presidents who served between 1945 and 1974. However, only two out of those fifteen were sitting U.S. Senators at the time they were elected president (Warren G. Harding in 1920 and John F. Kennedy in 1960). Major-party candidate Senators Andrew Jackson (1824), Lewis Cass (1848), Stephen Douglas (1860), Barry Goldwater (1964), George McGovern (1972), and John Kerry (2004) all lost their elections. Only one sitting member of the House of Representatives has been elected president (James A. Garfield in 1880), although eighteen presidents have been former members of the House.

Despite Obama's tenure, contemporary electoral success has clearly favored state governors. Of the last six presidents, four (Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush) have been governors of a state. Geographically, these presidents were from either very large states (California, Texas) or from a state south of the Mason–Dixon line and east of Texas (Georgia, Arkansas). In all, sixteen presidents have been former governors, including seven who were in office as governor at the time of their election to the presidency. Other major-party candidates who were also state governors include Michael Dukakis (1988), and Mitt Romney (2012).

After leaving office, one President, William Howard Taft, served as Chief Justice of the United States. Only two Presidents, John Quincy Adams (serving in the House) and Andrew Johnson (serving in the Senate), have served in Congress after being President. John Quincy Adams however is the only former President to be elected to federal office; when Andrew Johnson served as a Senator, state legislatures appointed the Senators.

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
 Technology and media





Play media[image: External link]


[image: External link]

Lyndon B. Johnson's 1964 "Daisy" advertisement





Advances in technology and media have also affected presidential campaigns. The invention of both radio and television have given way to the reliance of national political advertisements across those methods of communication. National advertisements such as Lyndon B. Johnson's 1964 commercial "Daisy", Ronald Reagan's 1984 commercial "Morning in America", and George H. W. Bush's 1988 commercial "Revolving Door" became major factors in those respective elections. In 1992, George H. W. Bush's promise of "Read my lips: no new taxes" was extensively used in the commercials of Bill Clinton and Bush's other opponents with significant effect during the campaign.

Since the development of the Internet in the mid-90s, Internet activism has also become an invaluable component of presidential campaigns, especially since 2000. The internet was first used in the 1996 presidential elections, but primarily as a brochure for the candidate online.[21] It was only used by a few candidates and there is no evidence of any major effect on the outcomes of that election cycle.[21]

In 2000, both candidates (George W. Bush and Al Gore) created, maintained and updated their campaign website. But it was not until the 2004 presidential election cycle was the potential value of the internet seen. By the summer of 2003, ten people competing in the 2004 presidential election had developed campaign websites.[22] Howard Dean’s campaign website from that year was considered a model for all future campaign websites. His website played a significant role in his overall campaign strategy.[23] It allowed his supporters to read about his campaign platform and provide feedback, donate, get involved with the campaign, and connect with other supporters.[24] A Gallup poll from January 2004 revealed that 49 percent of Americans have used the internet to get information about candidates, and 28 percent said that they use the internet to get this information frequently.[25]

In 2008, the internet became a grassroots and a voice of the people tool-a way for the users to connect with each other and with the campaign, like Dean’s website had done in 2004. All of the major candidates had a website and utilized social networking like Facebook and MySpace. The popularity of a candidate could be measured by the number of ‘friends’ on these sites as well as on websites like Hitwise, which listed the number of hits all of the presidential candidate’s websites had each week.

Internet channels such as YouTube were used by candidates to share speeches and ads for free. This also served as a forum for users to attack other candidates by uploading videos of gaffes.[25]

A study done by the Pew Internet & American Life Project in conjunction with Princeton Survey Research Associates in November 2010 shows that 54 percent of adults in the United States used the internet to get information about the 2010 midterm elections and about specific candidates. This represents 73 percent of adult internet users. The study also showed that 22 percent of adult internet users used social network sites or Twitter to get information about and discuss the elections and 26 percent of all adults used cell phones to learn about or participate in campaigns.[26]

E-campaigning as it has come to be called, is subject to very little regulation. On March 26, 2006, the Federal Election Commission voted unanimously to "not regulate political communication on the Internet, including emails, blogs and the creating of Web sites"[27] This decision made only paid political ads placed on websites subject to campaign finance limitations.[28] A comment was made about this decision by Roger Alan Stone of Advocacy Inc. that explain this loophole in the context of a political campaign, "A wealthy individual could purchase all of the e-mail addresses for registered voters in a congressional district . . . produce an Internet video ad, and e-mail it along with a link to the campaign contribution page..Not only would this activity not count against any contribution limits or independent expenditure requirements; it would never even need to be reported"[27]
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Main articles: Criticisms of the Electoral College[image: External link], Criticisms of U.S. presidential primaries[image: External link] and History of U.S. presidential nominating conventions[image: External link]

Today, the presidential election process remains controversial, with critics arguing that it is inherently undemocratic, and discourages voter participation and turnout in many areas of the country. Because of the staggered nature of the primary season, voters in Iowa, New Hampshire and other small states which traditionally hold their primaries and caucuses first in January usually have a major impact on the races. Campaign activity, media attention, and voter participation are usually higher in these states, as the candidates attempt to build momentum and generate a bandwagon effect in these early primaries. Conversely, voters in California and other large states which traditionally hold their primaries last in June usually end up having no say in who the presidential candidates will be. The races are usually over by then, and thus the campaigns, the media, and voters have little incentive to participate in these late primaries. As a result, more states vie for earlier primaries to claim a greater influence in the process. However, compressing the primary calendar in this way limits the ability of lesser-known candidates to effectively corral resources and raise their visibility among voters, especially when competing with better-known candidates who have more financial resources and the institutional backing of their party's establishment. Primary and caucus reform proposals include a National Primary held on a single day; or the Interregional Primary Plan, where states would be grouped into six regions, and each of the regions would rotate every election on who would hold their primaries first.

With the primary races usually over before June, the political conventions have mostly become scripted, ceremonial affairs. As the drama has left the conventions, and complaints grown that they were scripted and dull pep rallies, public interest and viewership has fallen off. After formerly offering gavel-to-gavel coverage of the major party conventions in the mid-20th Century, the Big Three television networks now only devote approximately three hours of coverage (one hour per night).

Critics also argue that the Electoral College is archaic and inherently undemocratic. With all but two states (the exceptions being Maine and Nebraska) using a winner-take-all system, both the Democratic and the Republican candidates are all but certain to win all the electoral votes from those states whose residents predominantly vote for the Democratic Party or the Republican Party, respectively. This encourages presidential candidates to focus exponentially more time, money, and energy campaigning in a few so-called "swing states", states in which no single candidate or party has overwhelming support. Such swing states like Ohio are inundated with campaign visits, saturation television advertising, get-out-the-vote efforts by party organizers, and debates. Meanwhile, candidates and political parties have no incentive to mount nationwide campaign efforts, or work to increase voter turnout, in predominately Democratic Party "safe states" like California or predominately Republican Party "safe states" like Texas. In practice, the winner-take-all system also both reinforces the country's two-party system and decreases the importance of third and minor political parties.[29] Furthermore, a candidate can win the electoral vote without securing the greatest amount of the national popular vote, such as during the 1824, 1876, 1888, and 2000 elections. In theory, it is possible to secure the necessary 270 electoral votes from just the top 11 populous states and then ignore the rest of the country.

Constitutional amendments, such as the Every Vote Counts Amendment, have been proposed seeking to replace the Electoral College with a direct popular vote, which proponents argue would increase turnout and participation. Other proposed reforms include the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact, an interstate compact without Congressional authorization, whereby individual participating states agree to allocate their electors based on the winner of the national popular vote, instead of voting their respective statewide results. Another proposal is for every state to simply adopt the District system used by Maine and Nebraska: give two electoral votes to the statewide winner and one electoral vote to the winner of each Congressional district. The Automatic Plan would replace the Electors with an automatic tallying of votes to eliminate the faithless elector affecting the outcome of the election. The Proportional Plan, often compared to the District Plan, would distribute electoral votes in each state in proportion to the popular vote, introducing third party effects in election outcomes. The House Plan would require a constitutional amendment to allocate electors based on the House apportionment alone to lessen small state advantage. Direct election plans and bonus plans have in common a higher valuation on the popular vote for president.[30]
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 Electoral college results



See also: List of United States presidential elections by Electoral College margin and List of United States presidential elections by popular vote margin

The following is a table of electoral college results:


	For simplicity, candidates listed are only those that received at least 1.0% of the total popular vote or more than one electoral vote for elections including and after 1824, or greater than 5 electoral votes for elections including and before 1820

	Political party of each candidate is indicated in parentheses

	* Winner received less than an absolute majority of the popular vote.

	† Losing candidate received a plurality of the popular vote.

	‡ Losing candidate received an absolute majority of the popular vote.

	** As the second place winner, was elected Vice President as per the law in effect prior to the ratification of the Twelfth Amendment.





	Order
	Election year
	Winner
	Other major candidates[31]



	1st
	1788–1789
	George Washington (no party) – 69 electoral votes
	John Adams** (no party) – 34 electoral votes

John Jay (no party) – 9

Robert H. Harrison (no party) – 6

John Rutledge (no party) – 6



	2nd
	1792
	George Washington (no party) – 132
	John Adams** (Federalist) – 77

George Clinton (Democratic-Republican) – 50



	3rd
	1796
	John Adams (Federalist) – 71
	Thomas Jefferson** (Democratic-Republican) – 68

Thomas Pinckney (Federalist) – 59

Aaron Burr (Democratic-Republican) – 30

Samuel Adams (Democratic-Republican) – 15

Oliver Ellsworth (Federalist) – 11

George Clinton (Democratic-Republican) – 7



	4th
	1800
	Thomas Jefferson (Democratic-Republican) – 73[32]
	Aaron Burr** (Democratic-Republican) – 73[32]

John Adams (Federalist) – 65

Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist) – 64



	5th
	1804
	Thomas Jefferson (Democratic-Republican) – 162
	Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist) – 14



	6th
	1808
	James Madison (Democratic-Republican) – 122
	Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist) – 47

George Clinton (Democratic-Republican) – 6

James Monroe (Democratic-Republican) – 0



	7th
	1812
	James Madison (Democratic-Republican) – 128
	DeWitt Clinton (Federalist) – 89



	8th
	1816
	James Monroe (Democratic-Republican) – 183
	Rufus King (Federalist) – 34



	9th
	1820
	James Monroe (Democratic-Republican) – 228/231 [33]
	John Quincy Adams (Democratic-Republican) – 1



	10th
	1824*†
	John Quincy Adams* (Democratic-Republican) – 84[34]
	Andrew Jackson† (Democratic-Republican) – 99[34]

William H. Crawford (Democratic-Republican) – 41

Henry Clay (Democratic-Republican) – 37



	11th
	1828
	Andrew Jackson (Democrat) – 178
	John Quincy Adams (National Republican) – 83



	12th
	1832
	Andrew Jackson (Democrat) – 219
	Henry Clay (National Republican) – 49

John Floyd (Nullifier) – 11

William Wirt (Anti-Masonic) – 7



	13th
	1836
	Martin Van Buren (Democrat) – 170
	William Henry Harrison (Whig) – 73

Hugh Lawson White (Whig) – 26

Daniel Webster (Whig) – 14

Willie Person Mangum (Whig) – 11



	14th
	1840
	William Henry Harrison (Whig) – 234
	Martin Van Buren (Democrat) – 60



	15th
	1844*
	James K. Polk* (Democrat) – 170
	Henry Clay (Whig) – 105

James G. Birney (Liberty) – 0



	16th
	1848*
	Zachary Taylor (Whig) – 163
	Lewis Cass (Democrat) – 127

Martin Van Buren (Free Soil) – 0



	17th
	1852
	Franklin Pierce (Democrat) – 254
	Winfield Scott (Whig) – 42

John P. Hale (Free Soil) – 0



	18th
	1856*
	James Buchanan* (Democrat) – 174
	John C. Frémont (Republican) – 114

Millard Fillmore (American Party/Whig) – 8



	19th
	1860*
	Abraham Lincoln* (Republican) – 180
	John C. Breckinridge (Southern Democrat) – 72

John Bell (Constitutional Union) – 39

Stephen A. Douglas (Northern Democrat) – 12



	20th
	1864[35]
	Abraham Lincoln (National Union) – 212
	George B. McClellan (Democrat) – 21



	21st
	1868
	Ulysses S. Grant (Republican) – 214
	Horatio Seymour (Democrat) – 80



	22nd
	1872
	Ulysses S. Grant (Republican) – 286
	Horace Greeley (Democrat/Liberal Republican) – 0[36]

Thomas A. Hendricks (Democrat) – 42

B. Gratz Brown (Democrat/Liberal Republican) – 18

Charles J. Jenkins (Democrat) – 2



	23rd
	1876*‡
	Rutherford B. Hayes* (Republican) – 185
	Samuel J. Tilden‡ (Democrat) – 184



	24th
	1880*
	James A. Garfield* (Republican) – 214
	Winfield Scott Hancock (Democrat) – 155

James Weaver (Greenback) – 0



	25th
	1884*
	Grover Cleveland* (Democrat) – 219
	James G. Blaine (Republican) – 182

John St. John (Prohibition) – 0

Benjamin Franklin Butler (Greenback) – 0



	26th
	1888*†
	Benjamin Harrison* (Republican) – 233
	Grover Cleveland† (Democrat) – 168

Clinton B. Fisk (Prohibition) – 0

Alson Streeter (Union Labor) – 0



	27th
	1892*
	Grover Cleveland* (Democrat) – 277
	Benjamin Harrison (Republican) – 145

James Weaver (Populist) – 22

John Bidwell (Prohibition) – 0



	28th
	1896
	William McKinley (Republican) – 271
	William Jennings Bryan (Democrat/Populist) – 176



	29th
	1900
	William McKinley (Republican) – 292
	William Jennings Bryan (Democrat) – 155

John Woolley (Prohibition) – 0



	30th
	1904
	Theodore Roosevelt (Republican) – 336
	Alton B. Parker (Democrat) – 140

Eugene V. Debs (Socialist) – 0

Silas C. Swallow (Prohibition) – 0



	31st
	1908
	William Howard Taft (Republican) – 321
	William Jennings Bryan (Democrat) – 162

Eugene V. Debs (Socialist) – 0

Eugene W. Chafin (Prohibition) – 0



	32nd
	1912*
	Woodrow Wilson* (Democrat) – 435
	Theodore Roosevelt (Progressive) – 88

William Howard Taft (Republican) – 8

Eugene V. Debs (Socialist) – 0

Eugene W. Chafin (Prohibition) – 0



	33rd
	1916*
	Woodrow Wilson* (Democrat) – 277
	Charles Evans Hughes (Republican) – 254

Allan L. Benson (Socialist) – 0

James Hanly (Prohibition) – 0



	34th
	1920
	Warren G. Harding (Republican) – 404
	James M. Cox (Democrat) – 127

Eugene V. Debs (Socialist) – 0



	35th
	1924
	Calvin Coolidge (Republican) – 382
	John W. Davis (Democrat) – 136

Robert M. La Follette, Sr. (Progressive) – 13



	36th
	1928
	Herbert Hoover (Republican) – 444
	Al Smith (Democrat) – 87



	37th
	1932
	Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat) – 472
	Herbert Hoover (Republican) – 59

Norman Thomas (Socialist) – 0



	38th
	1936
	Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat) – 523
	Alf Landon (Republican) – 8

William Lemke (Union) – 0



	39th
	1940
	Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat) – 449
	Wendell Willkie (Republican) – 82



	40th
	1944
	Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat) – 432
	Thomas E. Dewey (Republican) – 99



	41st
	1948*
	Harry S. Truman* (Democrat) – 303
	Thomas E. Dewey (Republican) – 189

Strom Thurmond (States' Rights Democrat) – 39

Henry A. Wallace (Progressive/Labor) – 0



	42nd
	1952
	Dwight D. Eisenhower (Republican) – 442
	Adlai Stevenson (Democrat) – 89



	43rd
	1956
	Dwight D. Eisenhower (Republican) – 457
	Adlai Stevenson (Democrat) – 73



	44th
	1960*
	John F. Kennedy* (Democrat) – 303
	Richard Nixon (Republican) – 219

Harry F. Byrd (Democrat) – 15[37]



	45th
	1964
	Lyndon B. Johnson (Democrat) – 486
	Barry Goldwater (Republican) – 52



	46th
	1968*
	Richard Nixon* (Republican) – 301
	Hubert Humphrey (Democrat) – 191

George Wallace (American Independent) – 46



	47th
	1972
	Richard Nixon (Republican) – 520
	George McGovern (Democrat) – 17

John G. Schmitz (American) – 0

John Hospers (Libertarian) – 1



	48th
	1976
	Jimmy Carter (Democrat) – 297
	Gerald Ford (Republican) – 240



	49th
	1980
	Ronald Reagan (Republican) – 489
	Jimmy Carter (Democrat) – 49

John B. Anderson (no party) – 0

Ed Clark (Libertarian) – 0



	50th
	1984
	Ronald Reagan (Republican) – 525
	Walter Mondale (Democrat) – 13



	51st
	1988
	George H. W. Bush (Republican) – 426
	Michael Dukakis (Democrat) – 111



	52nd
	1992*
	Bill Clinton* (Democrat) – 370
	George H. W. Bush (Republican) – 168

Ross Perot (no party) – 0



	53rd
	1996*
	Bill Clinton* (Democrat) – 379
	Bob Dole (Republican) – 159

Ross Perot (Reform) – 0



	54th
	2000*†
	George W. Bush* (Republican) – 271
	Al Gore† (Democrat) – 266

Ralph Nader (Green) – 0



	55th
	2004
	George W. Bush (Republican) – 286
	John Kerry (Democrat) – 251



	56th
	2008
	Barack Obama (Democrat) – 365
	John McCain (Republican) – 173



	57th
	2012
	Barack Obama (Democrat) – 332
	Mitt Romney (Republican) – 206
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 Voter turnout



See also: Voter turnout in the United States presidential elections

Voter turnout in the 2004 and 2008 elections showed a noticeable increase over the turnout in 1996 and 2000. Prior to 2004, voter turnout in presidential elections had been decreasing while voter registration, measured in terms of voting age population (VAP) by the U.S. Census, has been increasing. The VAP figure, however, includes persons ineligible to vote — mainly non-citizens and ineligible felons — and excludes overseas eligible voters. Opinion is mixed on whether this decline was due to voter apathy [1][image: External link] [38][39][40] or an increase in ineligible voters on the rolls.[41] The difference between these two measures are illustrated by analysis of turnout in the 2004 and 2008 elections. Voter turnout from the 2004 and 2008 election was "not statistically different," based on the voting age population used by a November 2008 U.S. Census survey of 50,000 households [2][image: External link]. If expressed in terms of vote eligible population (VEP), the 2008 national turnout rate was 61.7% from 131.3 million ballots cast for president, an increase of over 1.6 percentage points over the 60.1% turnout rate of 2004, and the highest since 1968.[42]
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 Financial disclosures



Prior to 1967, many presidential candidates disclosed assets, stock holdings, and other information which might affect the public trust.[43] In that year, Republican candidate George W. Romney went a step further and released his tax returns for the previous twelve years.[43] Since then, many presidential candidates – including all major-party nominees since 1980 – have released some of their returns,[44] although few of the major party nominees have equaled or exceeded George Romney's twelve.[45][46]
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 Presidential coattails



Main article: Coattail effect

Presidential elections are held on the same date as those for all the seats in the United States House of Representatives, the full terms for 33 or 34 of the 100 seats in the United States Senate, the governorships in several U.S. states, as well as many state and local elections. Presidential candidates tend to bring out supporters who then vote for their party's candidates for those other offices. Members of the U.S. Senate or House of Representatives are also more likely to be voted for on a year of the presidential election than a midterm.[47] In effect, these other candidates are said to ride on their coattails.
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 Comparison with other U.S. general elections





	Basic rotation of ([1]



	Year
	2012
	2013
	2014
	2015
	2016



	Type
	Presidential
	Off-yeara
	Midterm
	Off-yearb
	Presidential



	President
	Yes
	No
	Yes



	Senate
	Class I (33 seats)
	No
	Class II (33 seats)
	No
	Class III (34 seats)



	House
	All 435 seats[2]
	No
	All 435 seats[3]
	No
	All 435 seats[2]



	Gubernatorial
	11 states

DE, IN, MO, MT, NH, NC, ND, UT, VT, WA, WV
	2 states

NJ, VA
	36 states[4]

AL, AK, AZ, AR, CA, CO, CT, FL, GA, HI, ID, IL, IA, KS, ME, MD, MA, MI, MN, NE, NV, NH, NM, NY, OH, OK, OR, PA, RI, SC, SD, TN, TX, VT, WI, WY
	3 states

KY, LA, MS
	11 states

DE, IN, MO, MT, NH, NC, ND, UT, VT, WA, WV



	Other state and local offices
	Varies from state-to-state, county-to-county, city-to-city, community-to-community, etc.






	1 This table does not include special elections, which may be held to fill political offices that have become vacant between the regularly scheduled elections.

	2 As well as all six non-voting delegates of the U.S. House.

	3 As well as five non-voting delegates of the U.S. House. The Resident Commissioner of Puerto Rico instead serves a four-year term that coincides with the presidential term.

	4 Both the Governors of New Hampshire and Vermont are each elected to two-year terms. The other 48 state governors serve four-year terms.
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 See also




	American election campaigns in the 19th century

	Elections in the United States




	Statistical forecasts




	PollyVote

	FiveThirtyEight.com

	Electoral-vote.com
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Politics of the United States





The United States is a federal[image: External link] constitutional republic[image: External link], in which the President of the United States (the head of state[image: External link] and head of government[image: External link]), Congress, and judiciary[image: External link] share powers[image: External link] reserved to the national government, and the federal government shares sovereignty[image: External link] with the state governments.

The executive branch[image: External link] is headed by the President and is formally independent of both the legislature and the judiciary. The cabinet serves as advisors to the President. They include the Vice President and heads of the executive departments. Legislative power is vested in the two chambers of Congress, the Senate and the House of Representatives. The judicial branch (or judiciary), composed of the Supreme Court[image: External link] and lower federal courts, exercises judicial power[image: External link] (or judiciary). The judiciary's function is to interpret the United States Constitution and federal laws and regulations. This includes resolving disputes between the executive and legislative branches. The federal government's layout is explained in the Constitution. Two political parties, the Democratic Party and the Republican Party, have dominated American politics since the American Civil War, although there are also smaller parties like the Libertarian Party[image: External link], the Green Party[image: External link], and the Constitution Party[image: External link].

There are major differences between the political system of the United States and that of most other developed democracies[image: External link]. These include greater power in the upper house of the legislature, a wider scope of power held by the Supreme Court, the separation of powers[image: External link] between the legislature and the executive, and the dominance of only two main parties. Third parties have less political influence in the United States than in other developed country democracies; this is because of a combination of stringent historic controls. These controls take shape in the form of state and federal laws, informal media prohibitions, and winner-take-all elections, and include ballot access issues and exclusive debate rules.

The federal entity created by the U.S. Constitution is the dominant feature of the American governmental system. However, most people are also subject to a state government, and all are subject to various units of local government. The latter include counties, municipalities, and special districts.

This multiplicity of jurisdictions reflects the country's history. The federal government was created by the states, which as colonies[image: External link] were established separately and governed themselves independently of the others. Units of local government were created by the colonies to efficiently carry out various state functions. As the country expanded, it admitted new states modeled on the existing ones.
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 Political culture



Scholars from Alexis de Tocqueville[image: External link] to the present have found a strong continuity in core American political values since the time of the American Revolution[image: External link] in the late 18th century.[1]
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 Colonial origins



Main article: Colonial history of the United States[image: External link]

Some of Britain's North American colonies became exceptional in the European world for their vibrant political culture, which attracted the most talented and ambitious young men into politics.[2] Reasons for this exceptionalism[image: External link] included:


	First, suffrage was the most widespread in the world, with every man who owned a certain amount of property allowed to vote. While fewer than 20% of British men could vote, a majority of white American men were eligible. While the roots of democracy were apparent, nevertheless deference was typically shown to social elites in colonial elections.[3] That deference declined sharply with the American Revolution[image: External link].

	Second, in each colony, elected bodies, especially the assemblies and county governments, decided a wide range of public and private business.[4] Topics of public concern and debate included land grants, commercial subsidies, and taxation, as well as oversight of roads, poor relief, taverns, and schools. Americans spent a great deal of time in court, as private lawsuits were very common. Legal affairs were overseen by local judges and juries, with a central role for trained lawyers. This promoted the rapid expansion of the legal profession, and the dominant role of lawyers in politics was apparent by the 1770s, as attested by the careers of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, among many others.[5]

	Thirdly, the North American colonies were exceptional in the world context because of the growth of representation of different interest groups[image: External link]. Unlike in Europe, where royal courts, aristocratic families and established churches exercised control, the American political culture was open to merchants, landlords, petty farmers, artisans, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Quakers, Germans, Scotch Irish, Yankees, Yorkers,[citation needed[image: External link]] and many other identifiable groups. Over 90% of the representatives elected to the legislature lived in their districts, unlike in England where it was common to have an absentee member of Parliament.

	Finally, and most dramatically, the Americans became fascinated by and increasingly adopted the political values of republicanism[image: External link], which stressed equal rights, the need for virtuous citizens, and the evils of corruption, luxury, and aristocracy.[6]



None of the colonies had political parties of the sort that formed in the 1790s, but each had shifting factions that vied for power.
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 American ideology



Republicanism[image: External link], along with a form of classical liberalism[image: External link], remains the dominant ideology.[7] Central documents include the Declaration of Independence[image: External link] (1776), Constitution (1787), The Federalist Papers[image: External link] (1788), Bill of Rights[image: External link] (1791), and Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address[image: External link] (1863), among others. The political scientist Louis Hartz[image: External link] articulated this theme in American political culture in The Liberal Tradition in America (1955). Hartz saw the antebellum South as breaking away from this central ideology in the 1820s as it constructed a fantasy to support hierarchical, feudal society. Others, such as David Gordon[image: External link] of the libertarian, Alabama-based Mises Institute argue that the secessionists who formed the Confederacy in 1861 retained the values of classical liberalism.[8][9] Among the core tenets of this ideology are the following:[10]


	Civic duty[image: External link]: citizens have the responsibility to understand and support the government, participate in elections, pay taxes, and perform military service.

	Opposition to Political corruption[image: External link].

	Democracy[image: External link]: The government is answerable to citizens, who may change the representatives through elections.

	Equality before the law[image: External link]: The laws should attach no special privilege to any citizen. Government officials are subject to the law just as others are.

	Freedom of religion[image: External link]: The government can neither support nor suppress religion.

	Freedom of speech[image: External link]: The government cannot restrict through law or action the personal, non-violent speech of a citizen; a marketplace of ideas[image: External link].



In response to Hartz and others, political scientist Rogers M. Smith argued in Civic Ideals (1999) that in addition to liberalism and republicanism, United States political culture has historically served to exclude various populations from access to full citizenship. Terming this ideological tradition "ascriptive inegalitarianism," Smith traces its relevance in nativist, sexist, and racist beliefs and practices alongside struggles over citizenship laws from the early colonial period to the Progressive Era[image: External link], and further political debates in the following century.[11]

At the time of the United States' founding, agriculture and small private businesses dominated the economy, and state governments left welfare issues to private or local initiative. Laissez-faire ideology was largely abandoned in the 1930s during the Great Depression[image: External link]. Between the 1930s and 1970s, fiscal policy was characterized by the Keynesian consensus, a time during which modern American liberalism[image: External link] dominated economic policy virtually unchallenged. Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, however, laissez-faire ideology, as explained especially by Milton Friedman[image: External link], has once more become a powerful force in American politics.[12] While the American welfare state expanded more than threefold after World War II[image: External link], it has been at 20% of GDP since the late 1970s.[13][14] As of 2014 modern American liberalism, and modern American conservatism[image: External link] are engaged in a continuous political battle, characterized by what The Economist[image: External link] describes as "greater divisiveness [and] close, but bitterly fought elections."[15]
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 Usage of "left–right" politics



Main article: Usage of "left–right" politics in the United States[image: External link]

The modern American political spectrum[image: External link] and the usage of the terms "left–right politics[image: External link]", "liberalism", and "conservatism" in the United States differs from the rest of the world. According to American historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.[image: External link] (writing in 1956), "Liberalism in the American usage has little in common with the word as used in the politics of any European country, save possibly Britain". Schlesinger noted that American liberalism does not support classical liberalism[image: External link]'s commitment to limited government[image: External link] and laissez-faire[image: External link] economics.[16] Because those two positions are instead generally supported by American conservatives, historian Leo P. Ribuffo[image: External link] noted in 2011, "what Americans now call conservatism much of the world calls liberalism or neoliberalism."[17]
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 Suffrage



Main article: Voting rights in the United States[image: External link]

The right of suffrage is nearly universal for citizens 18 years of age and older. All states and the District of Columbia contribute to the electoral vote for President. However, the District, and other U.S. holdings like Puerto Rico[image: External link] and Guam, lack federal representation in Congress. These constituencies do not have the right to choose any political figure outside their respective areas. Each commonwealth, territory, or district can only elect a non-voting delegate to serve in the House of Representatives.

Women's suffrage[image: External link] became an important issue after the American Civil War of 1861-1865. After the Fifteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution was ratified in 1870, giving African American men the right to vote, various women's groups wanted the right to vote as well. Two major interest groups formed. The first group was the National Woman Suffrage Association[image: External link], formed by Susan B. Anthony[image: External link] and Elizabeth Cady Stanton[image: External link], that wanted to work for suffrage on the federal level and to push for more governmental changes, such as the granting of property rights to married women.[18] The second group, the American Woman Suffrage Association[image: External link] formed by Lucy Stone[image: External link], aimed to give women the right to vote.[19] In 1890, the two groups merged to form the National American Woman Suffrage Association[image: External link] (NAWSA). The NAWSA then mobilized to obtain support state-by-state, and by 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution was ratified, giving women the right to vote.[20]

Student activism[image: External link] against the Vietnam War[image: External link] in the 1960s prompted the passage of the Twenty-sixth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which lowered the voting age[image: External link] from 21 to 18, and prohibited age discrimination[image: External link] at the voting booth.
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 State government



See also: State governments of the United States

States governments have the power to make laws that are not granted to the federal government or denied to the states in the U.S. Constitution[image: External link] for all citizens.These include education[image: External link], family law[image: External link], contract law[image: External link], and most crimes[image: External link]. Unlike the federal government, which only has those powers granted to it in the Constitution, a state government has inherent powers allowing it to act unless limited by a provision of the state or national constitution.

Like the federal government, state governments have three branches: executive, legislative, and judicial. The chief executive of a state is its popularly elected governor, who typically holds office for a four-year term (although in some states the term is two years). Except for Nebraska, which has unicameral legislature[image: External link], all states have a bicameral legislature, with the upper house usually called the Senate[image: External link] and the lower house called the House of Representatives, the House of Delegates[image: External link], Assembly[image: External link] or something similar. In most states, senators serve four-year terms, and members of the lower house serve two-year terms.

The constitutions of the various states differ in some details but generally follow a pattern similar to that of the federal Constitution, including a statement of the rights of the people and a plan for organizing the government. However, state constitutions are generally more detailed.
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 Local government



See also: Urban politics in the United States[image: External link]

There are 89,500 local governments, including 3,033 counties, 19,492 municipalities, 16,500 townships, 13,000 school districts, and 37,000 other special districts that deal with issues like fire protection.[21] Local governments directly serve the needs of the people, providing everything from police and fire protection to sanitary codes, health regulations, education, public transportation, and housing. Typically local elections are nonpartisan—local activists suspend their party affiliations when campaigning and governing.[22]

About 28% of the people live in cities of 100,000 or more population. City governments are chartered by states, and their charters detail the objectives and powers of the municipal government[image: External link]. The United States Constitution only provides for states and territories as subdivisions of the country, and the Supreme Court has accordingly confirmed[image: External link] the supremacy of state sovereignty over municipalities[image: External link]. For most big cities, cooperation with both state and federal organizations is essential to meeting the needs of their residents. Types of city governments vary widely across the nation. However, almost all have a central council, elected by the voters, and an executive officer, assisted by various department heads, to manage the city's affairs. Cities in the West and South usually have nonpartisan local politics.

There are three general types of city government: the mayor-council[image: External link], the commission, and the council-manager[image: External link]. These are the pure forms; many cities have developed a combination of two or three of them.
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 Mayor-Council



This is the oldest form of city government in the United States and, until the beginning of the 20th century, was used by nearly all American cities. Its structure is like that of the state and national governments, with an elected mayor as chief of the executive branch and an elected council that represents the various neighborhoods forming the legislative branch. The mayor appoints heads of city departments and other officials, sometimes with the approval of the council. He or she has the power of veto over ordinances (the laws of the city) and often is responsible for preparing the city's budget. The council passes city ordinances, sets the tax rate on property, and apportions money among the various city departments. As cities have grown, council seats have usually come to represent more than a single neighborhood.
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 The Commission



This combines both the legislative and executive functions in one group of officials, usually three or more in number, elected city-wide. Each commissioner supervises the work of one or more city departments. Commissioners also set policies and rules by which the city is operated. One is named chairperson of the body and is often called the mayor, although his or her power is equivalent to that of the other commissioners.[23]

[image: TOC] TOC [image: Previous chapter] Previous Next [image: Next chapter] 
 Council-Manager



The city manager is a response to the increasing complexity of urban problems that need management ability not often possessed by elected public officials. The answer has been to entrust most of the executive powers, including law enforcement and provision of services, to a highly trained and experienced professional city manager.

The city manager plan has been adopted by a large number of cities. Under this plan, a small, elected council makes the city ordinances and sets policy, but hires a paid administrator, also called a city manager, to carry out its decisions. The manager draws up the city budget and supervises most of the departments. Usually, there is no set term; the manager serves as long as the council is satisfied with his or her work.
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 County government



The county[image: External link] is a subdivision of the state, sometimes (but not always) containing two or more townships[image: External link] and several villages. New York City is so large that it is divided into five separate boroughs, each a county in its own right. On the other hand, Arlington County, Virginia[image: External link], the United States' smallest county, located just across the Potomac River[image: External link] from Washington, D.C., is both an urbanized and suburban area, governed by a unitary county administration. In other cities, both the city and county governments have merged, creating a consolidated city–county[image: External link] government.

In most U.S. counties, one town or city is designated as the county seat, and this is where the government offices are located and where the board of commissioners or supervisors meets. In small counties, boards are chosen by the county; in the larger ones, supervisors represent separate districts or townships. The board collects taxes for state and local governments; borrows and appropriates money; fixes the salaries of county employees; supervises elections; builds and maintains highways and bridges; and administers national, state, and county welfare programs. In very small counties, the executive and legislative power may lie entirely with a sole commissioner[image: External link], who is assisted by boards to supervise taxes and elections. In some New England[image: External link] states, counties do not have any governmental function and are simply a division of land.
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 Town and village government



Thousands of municipal jurisdictions are too small to qualify as city governments. These are chartered as towns and villages and deal with local needs such as paving and lighting the streets, ensuring a water supply, providing police and fire protection, and waste management. In many states of the US, the term town does not have any specific meaning; it is simply an informal term applied to populated places (both incorporated and unincorporated municipalities). Moreover, in some states, the term town is equivalent to how civil townships[image: External link] are used in other states.

The government is usually entrusted to an elected board or council, which may be known by a variety of names: town or village council, board of selectmen, board of supervisors, board of commissioners. The board may have a chairperson or president who functions as chief executive officer, or there may be an elected mayor. Governmental employees may include a clerk, treasurer, police and fire officers, and health and welfare officers.

One unique aspect of local government, found mostly in the New England[image: External link] region of the United States, is the town meeting[image: External link]. Once a year, sometimes more often if needed, the registered voters of the town meet in open session to elect officers, debate local issues, and pass laws for operating the government. As a body, they decide on road construction and repair, construction of public buildings and facilities, tax rates, and the town budget. The town meeting, which has existed for more than three centuries in some places, is often cited as the purest form of direct democracy[image: External link], in which the governmental power is not delegated, but is exercised directly and regularly by all the people.
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 Campaign finance



Main article: Campaign finance in the United States

Successful participation, especially in federal elections, requires large amounts of money, especially for television advertising.[24] This money is very difficult to raise by appeals to a mass base,[25] although in the 2008 election, candidates from both parties had success with raising money from citizens over the Internet,[26] as had Howard Dean[image: External link] with his Internet appeals. Both parties generally depend on wealthy donors and organizations—traditionally the Democrats depended on donations from organized labor while the Republicans relied on business donations[citation needed[image: External link]]. This dependency on donors is controversial, and has led to laws limiting spending on political campaigns being enacted (see campaign finance reform[image: External link]). Opponents of campaign finance laws cite the First Amendment[image: External link]'s guarantee of free speech, and challenge campaign finance laws because they attempt to circumvent the people's constitutionally guaranteed rights. Even when laws are upheld, the complication of compliance with the First Amendment requires careful and cautious drafting of legislation, leading to laws that are still fairly limited in scope, especially in comparison to those of other countries such as the United Kingdom[image: External link], France[image: External link] or Canada[image: External link].

Fundraising plays a large role in getting a candidate elected to public office. Without large sums of money, a candidate has very little chance of achieving their goal. In the 2004 general elections, 95% of House races and 91% of senate races were won by the candidates who spent the most on their campaigns. Attempts to limit the influence of money on American political campaigns dates back to the 1860s. Recently, Congress passed legislation requiring candidates to disclose sources of campaign contributions, how the campaign money is spent, and regulated use of "soft money" contributions. (brookings.edu)[27]

The 2012 presidential campaign was slow to develop in both candidates and fundraising. For example, by the end of September, the financial positions of Republican contenders in the cycle were worse than those of Democrats at the same point in the 2004 campaign. (opensecrets.org)
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 Political parties and elections



The United States Constitution has never formally addressed the issue of political parties, primarily because the Founding Fathers[image: External link] did not originally intend for American politics to be partisan. In Federalist papers No. 9[image: External link] and No. 10[image: External link], Alexander Hamilton and James Madison, respectively, wrote specifically about the dangers of domestic political factions[image: External link]. In addition, the first President of the United States, George Washington, was not a member of any political party at the time of his election or throughout his tenure as president. Furthermore, he hoped that political parties would not be formed, fearing conflict and stagnation.[28] Nevertheless, the beginnings of the American two-party system emerged from his immediate circle of advisers. Hamilton and Madison ended up being the core leaders in this emerging party system.

In partisan elections, candidates are nominated by a political party or seek public office as an independent. Each state has significant discretion in deciding how candidates are nominated, and thus eligible to appear on the election ballot. Typically, major party candidates are formally chosen in a party primary or convention, whereas minor party and Independents are required to complete a petitioning process.
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 Political parties



Main article: Political parties in the United States

The modern political party system in the United States is a two-party system dominated by the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. These two parties have won every United States presidential election since 1852 and have controlled the United States Congress since 1856. The Democratic Party generally positions itself as left-of-center[image: External link] in American politics and supports a modern American liberal[image: External link] platform, while the Republican Party generally positions itself as right-of-center[image: External link] and supports a modern American conservative[image: External link] platform.

Third parties have achieved relatively minor representation from time to time at local levels. The Libertarian Party[image: External link] is the largest third party in the country, claiming more than 250,000 registered voters;[29] it generally positions itself as centrist[image: External link] or radical centrist[image: External link] and supports a classical liberal[image: External link] position. Other contemporary third parties include the left-wing[image: External link] Green Party[image: External link], supporting Green politics[image: External link], and the right-wing[image: External link] Constitution Party[image: External link].
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 Elections



For more details on this topic, see Elections in the United States.

Unlike in some parliamentary systems[image: External link], Americans vote for a specific candidate instead of directly selecting a particular political party. With a federal government, officials are elected at the federal (national), state and local levels. On a national level, the President, is elected indirectly by the people, through an Electoral College. In modern times, the electors virtually always vote with the popular vote of their state. All members of Congress, and the offices at the state and local levels are directly elected.

Both federal and state laws regulate elections. The United States Constitution defines (to a basic extent) how federal elections are held, in Article One[image: External link] and Article Two and various amendments[image: External link]. State law regulates most aspects of electoral law, including primaries, the eligibility of voters (beyond the basic constitutional definition), the running of each state's electoral college, and the running of state and local elections.
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 Organization of American political parties



See also: Political party strength in U.S. states[image: External link]

American political parties are more loosely organized than those in other countries. The two major parties, in particular, have no formal organization at the national level that controls membership, activities, or policy positions, though some state affiliates do. Thus, for an American to say that he or she is a member of the Democratic or Republican party, is quite different from a Briton's stating that he or she is a member of the Conservative or Labour party. In the United States, one can often become a "member" of a party, merely by stating that fact. In some U.S. states, a voter can register as a member of one or another party and/or vote in the primary election for one or another party. Such participation does not restrict one's choices in any way. It also does not give a person any particular rights or obligations within the party, other than possibly allowing that person to vote in that party's primary elections. A person may choose to attend meetings of one local party committee one day and another party committee the next day. The sole factor that brings one "closer to the action" is the quantity and quality of participation in party activities and the ability to persuade others in attendance to give one responsibility.

Party identification becomes somewhat formalized when a person runs for partisan office. In most states, this means declaring oneself a candidate for the nomination of a particular party and intent to enter that party's primary election for an office. A party committee may choose to endorse one or another of those who is seeking the nomination, but in the end the choice is up to those who choose to vote in the primary, and it is often difficult to tell who is going to do the voting.

The result is that American political parties have weak central organizations and little central ideology, except by consensus. A party really cannot prevent a person who disagrees with the majority of positions of the party or actively works against the party's aims from claiming party membership, so long as the voters who choose to vote in the primary elections elect that person. Once in office, an elected official may change parties simply by declaring such intent. An elected official once in office may also act contradictory to many of his or her party's positions (this had led to terms such as "Republican In Name Only[image: External link]").

At the federal level, each of the two major parties has a national committee (See, Democratic National Committee[image: External link], Republican National Committee[image: External link]) that acts as the hub for much fund-raising and campaign activities, particularly in presidential campaigns. The exact composition of these committees is different for each party, but they are made up primarily of representatives from state parties and affiliated organizations, and others important to the party. However, the national committees do not have the power to direct the activities of members of the party.

Both parties also have separate campaign committees which work to elect candidates at a specific level. The most significant of these are the Hill committees[image: External link], which work to elect candidates to each house of Congress.

State parties exist in all fifty states, though their structures differ according to state law, as well as party rules at both the national and the state level.

Despite these weak organizations, elections are still usually portrayed as national races between the political parties. In what is known as "presidential coattails", candidates in presidential elections become the de facto leader of their respective party, and thus usually bring out supporters who in turn then vote for his party's candidates for other offices. On the other hand, federal midterm elections[image: External link] (where only Congress and not the president is up for election) are usually regarded as a referendum on the sitting president's performance, with voters either voting in or out the president's party's candidates, which in turn helps the next session of Congress to either pass or block the president's agenda, respectively.[30][31]
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 General developments



See also: History of the United States Republican Party[image: External link] and History of the United States Democratic Party[image: External link]

Most of the Founding Fathers[image: External link] rejected political parties as divisive and disruptive. By the 1790s, however, most joined one of the two new parties, and by the 1830s parties had become accepted as central to the democracy.[32] By the 1790s, the First Party System[image: External link] was born. Men who held opposing views strengthened their cause by identifying and organizing men of like mind. The followers of Alexander Hamilton, were called " Federalists[image: External link]"; they favored a strong central government that would support the interests of national defense, commerce and industry. The followers of Thomas Jefferson, the Jeffersonians took up the name "Republicans"; they preferred a decentralized agrarian[image: External link] republic in which the federal government had limited power.[33][34]

By 1828, the First Party System had collapsed. Two new parties emerged from the remnants of the Jeffersonian Democracy[image: External link], forming the Second Party System[image: External link] with the Whigs, brought to life in opposition to President Andrew Jackson and his new Democratic Party[image: External link]. The forces of Jacksonian Democracy[image: External link], based among urban workers, Southern poor whites, and western farmers, dominated the era.[35]

In the 1860s, the issue of slavery took center stage, with disagreement in particular over the question of whether slavery should be permitted in the country's new territories in the West. The Whig Party straddled the issue and sank to its death after the overwhelming electoral defeat by Franklin Pierce in the 1852 presidential election. Ex-Whigs joined the Know Nothings[image: External link] or the newly formed Republican Party. While the Know Nothing party was short-lived, Republicans would survive the intense politics leading up to the Civil War. The primary Republican policy was that slavery be excluded from all the territories. Just six years later, this new party captured the presidency when Abraham Lincoln won the election of 1860. By then, parties were well established as the country's dominant political organizations, and party allegiance had become an important part of most people's consciousness. Party loyalty was passed from fathers to sons, and party activities, including spectacular campaign events, complete with uniformed marching groups and torchlight parades, were a part of the social life of many communities.

By the 1920s, however, this boisterous folksiness had diminished. Municipal reforms, civil service reform, corrupt practices acts, and presidential primaries to replace the power of politicians at national conventions had all helped to clean up politics.
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 Development of the two-party system in
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