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On Elections 

Sidney Weintraub 

 

Polls of Americans who intended to vote in the election 

earlier this month indicated that some 36 percent were 

Democrats and about 33 percent Republicans. These 

percentages indicate that most U.S. elections are decided 

by independents. They are also decided by the failure of 

eligible voters to cast a ballot, especially in non-

presidential years—a figure that reached about 50 percent 

this year. Because the electorate has more Democrats 

than Republicans, a large turnout usually benefits the 

Democrats.  

 

The Democrats won control of both houses of Congress 

in 2008, a presidential year. The Republicans will have 

the majority in the House of Representatives that takes 

office next year, and the Democrats will maintain a 

modest majority in the Senate. Voters have ousted the 

party in power in Congress four times in the last six 

elections. Alternation of party dominance in the Congress 

is a regular occurrence.  

 

Elections are a crucial aspect of democracies. They also 

have become a central feature of authoritarian nations 

and even outright dictatorships—as was demonstrated 

under the dictatorial leaders in the USSR and China. The 

practice was crude in the USSR, and in Russia after the 

USSR ceased to exist, because the majorities announced 

were so overwhelming that it was evident these could not 

be legitimate elections. It was known in advance in 

Mexico that the Institutional Revolutionary Party (the 

PRI) would win presidential elections after it gained 

power in 1929—and this did not change until 2000, when 

the PRI candidate was allowed to lose. The next 

presidential election in Mexico will take place in 2012, 

and the odds today are that the PRI will return to 

power—legitimately. 

 

Elections have become the sine qua non of nation states 

and their subdivisions. It is a rare leader who shuns 

elections. Democracies hold elections to choose leaders. 

However, it is common in nondemocracies to delay 

“elections” until after the leadership is decided. Such 

elections are obvious formalities, but they demonstrate 

the power embedded in the electoral process. Is a 

fraudulent election preferable to no election? It must be 

to those who sponsor fraudulent elections.  

 

Iran is dominated by clerical leaders who encourage 

elections. It is unlikely that Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

would now be president of Iran if the clerics did not want 

that outcome. Husni Mubarak has been president of 

Egypt since 1981—he is regularly reelected, but his time 

in office is much too long for elections designed to 

choose a president. The elections there are held for the 

sake of having elections.  

 

A plebiscite is a particular form of election, designed 

largely to rig the outcome. Charles de Gaulle used 

plebiscites four times. He lost the fourth time, in 1965. 

Augusto Pinochet, who seized power in Chile in 1973, 

obtained approval of a new constitution through a 

plebiscite in 1980. He used a plebiscite again in October 

1988 to obtain approval to remain in office for another 

eight years, but this time he failed.  

 

Holding elections for the sake of holding them is a boring 

exercise; it is a procedure that has no meaning and 

therefore attracts little interest. An honest plebiscite 

attracts somewhat more attention because the outcome is 

uncertain—as was evident when de Gaulle lost in 1965. 

The 1988 Chilean plebiscite attracted considerable 

attention because the outcome was to decide whether the 

country would continue to be a dictatorship or return to 
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democracy. A poster that I have hung in my office has a 

blue, yellow, and white background and contains only the 

word “No”—it was prepared by a first-rate artist for the 

Chilean plebiscite of 1988. 

 

Techniques for increasing the legitimacy of U.S. 

elections evolved over time. Eligibility to vote became 

more liberal over the years—for blacks, other minorities, 

women, and non-landowners. Poll taxes, once common, 

have been eliminated. Gerrymandering district lines to 

influence outcomes is still a common practice used by 

both parties when they have the power to do this. Austin, 

Texas, where I lived for many years, had three separate 

electoral districts. Redistricting normally (but not always) 

takes place after a census that provides the basis for 

drawing new lines for voting districts, and the 

expectation is that the winning party will exploit that 

advantage. Seven states have only one district, and 

another seven use independent or bipartisan 

commissions. Consequently, the political party in power 

controls the redistricting process in most states—and this 

advantage belongs mostly to the Republicans in this go-

round.  

 

One fact stands out in the foregoing paragraph—namely, 

that only seven states have independent or bipartisan 

commissions to redraw the lines of voting districts. This 

makes it clear that the two main political parties want to 

control this process because it can make a difference at 

the margin in favor of one or the other party. A mid-

decade redistricting in Texas in 2003 managed by Tom 

DeLay attracted much attention because it was so 

patently partisan, and the outcome was significant—the 

Republican Party gained five seats. The issue was 

brought to the U.S. Supreme Court, and the Court made 

clear that this was not an issue in which it wanted to get 

involved.  

 

A number of conclusions can be drawn from this 

discussion. One is that U.S. (and other) politicians seem 

to enjoy tweaking district voting lines if this can lead to 

self or party advantage. When the circumstances require 

redesigning of districts, the party in power usually looks 

for the benefits it can gain. This explains why the shape 

of many redesigned districts is awkward—some only as 

wide as one street for long distances in order to keep the 

district contiguous. The 2003 Texas redistricting was 

designed to put as many black voters as possible—they 

were expected to vote for the Democrats—into a single 

district to minimize their influence in adjoining districts. 

The professed goal in U.S. electoral contests is to have 

one person/one vote. The competing political parties are 

quite content if they can bunch the votes of opponents 

into a district they are likely to lose in any event. 

 

The U.S. Supreme Court was hesitant to become 

involved in the issue of apportionment of votes and 

agreed only in 1963 that this was a judiciable issue. The 

basis for the Court’s involvement, however, was 

compelling. There were 6 million people in the Los 

Angeles district that was entitled to one member in the 

state senate, and 14,000 in another district also entitled to 

one member in the state senate. In Vermont, one district 

with 36 people was entitled to elect a member to the state 

general assembly, and another district with 35,000 in 

population also was entitled to a seat in the general 

assembly.  

 

To repeat a point made earlier: Political parties have 

managed to maintain electoral districting or redistricting 

authority in most states, even though this is surely not a 

neutral way to conduct crucial state business.  
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