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The Electoral College was founded at a time when the nation consisted of thirteen states that were highly suspicious of a central government. Everyone was looking out for their own interests and it was had to find a solution on how to elect a president that would seem fair to all parts. At the same time most of the states followed a political philosophy that stated that political parties were evil and no good. This means that there were no political parties at the time when the Electoral College was founded. 
The Founding Fathers needed to find a way to say how the president was to be chosen in the Constitution. They discussed several different methods at the Constitutional Convention, but decided on a system inspired by the Roman Centurial Assembly system. This first version of the Electoral College gave each state a number of Electors equal to the number of Senators and Representatives. This way both the large and the small states felt that they were represented fairly. The reason why they chose an Electoral College instead of a direct popular vote, was because they fared that people would go for the candidate from their own state, their “own son”, and not the best candidate. The result could be that the candidate from the biggest state would win the election. 
The rules for the Electoral College have been redesigned several times as there have been discovered weaknesses throughout several elections. First of all, the Electoral College was designed for a system without political parties, but these were founded only shortly after the first president was elected with this system. The first problem with political parties was developed during the election in 1800. The Republican Party won, and the intention was that Jefferson would be the president and Burr would be vice-president, but the Electoral College votes ended in a tie. Only heavy political bargaining could resolve the conflict. After this the political parties felt a need for reform and added the Twelfth Amendment to the constitution to ensure separate election on president and vice-president. This amendment also said that either the president or the vice-president had to be from another state than the Elector.
There have been several changes to the Electoral College since the Twelfth Amendment. In the beginning one vote directly on the electors, and in theory one still is, but instead of voting on one person at the time, which made people vote for Electors from more than one party, one votes for a ready-made selection of Electors from one party. And this system has worked rather well. There have been some elections where some unforeseeable incidents have made the election of a president difficult. Some people argue that the problems have been solved so well that it only proves that the Electoral College works, while others have suggested reforms, especially after the 2000 presidential election.
The 2000 presidential election has been called a political farce by several commentators. The system of letting people vote for Electors was to ensure fair and democratic elections, but instead the presidential election was finished in the court rooms. How was this possible? 

The problems started on November 8th, when presidential candidate Al Gore was about to give a concession address. Until then it had seemed like Bush had won the election in Florida by thousands of votes, but as the day went by the Bush’ lead had shrunk to only a few hundred votes of 6 million. The results were so close that it was obvious that whoever won in Florida would win the whole election. At the same time people started raising questions about the results in some counties, because of a large vote for third-party candidates. This led people to suspect that people had not managed to punch the holes in the ballots correctly.
Now the discussion was on whether or not there should be a recount or not. The democrats and Al Gore would gain most from a recount and went to court to get this, while George W. Bush’ people went to court to block the recounts. After hearings in several court rooms, the US Supreme Court ruled that all recounts were to stop and Gore had to concede. More than 50000 votes were not recounted and discarded. That number is fairly high considering that Bush only won with about 500 votes. A thorough recount could have changed the result, but now we will never know. This does seem a bit absurd when you look at the results that say that 48.38 % of the American people actually voted for Al Gore and 47.87 % voted for Bush. This means that the Electoral College system makes it possible for a candidate with the minority of the popular votes to get the majority of the Electoral votes.  The reason is the winner-take-all system which means that the candidate with the majority of the popular votes in one state will get all the Electoral votes from that state. This means that winning in California, with its 54 seats in the Electoral College, is far more important than winning in ex. Oregon, with its 7 seats. In light of this we can also see that it is theoretically possible for a candidate to win California and loose Oregon and still have less than 50 % of the popular votes, and if the US only consisted of these two states, win the election by a large majority of the Electoral votes. 

The question now is: is it a problem that a president can be a minority president? Not everyone think that the possibility of electing a minority president is a flaw in the system of an Electoral College. Some claim that the Electoral College system increases the voice of the minorities, because just a few votes can make the difference in winning all electoral votes or no electoral votes. 
One thing is the possibility of electing a minority president, but another problem is that the Electoral votes do not represent the popular will accurately. One reason is how the number of Electors from each state is divided. By giving each state Electoral votes according to their number of Senators and Representatives, it tends to over-represent people from the smaller states. This and the winner-take-all system can turn people from voting, because they feel that their vote is wasted anyway. It is a huge problem for democracy if less than 50 % of the people who can vote do so, because the leadership of such a country no longer can claim to represent the majority of its inhabitants.
The electoral system might also discourage third-party candidates to take part in the elections, because they have no chances of winning electoral votes unless they win more than 50 % in one state. But if the electoral votes were divided by how many percent each candidate received in one state, a third party candidate could be a serious threat to the democratic and/or republican candidate. A division by percentage and not the winner-take-all system would also encourage more voters to vote for a third-party candidate, because they would feel that their votes are not wasted. This again could increase the election turnout, because people would not feel that they only have two real choices to vote for, and it would result in a more diverse result and show the “real” feelings of the American people.  

But is it possible to get rid of the Electoral College, or should it just be changed? Some people, like those behind ElectionReform.org, say that the best solution would be to get rid of the whole Electoral College. But they say that it is politically impossible, because it would demand a change in the Constitution. To get a change, most of the state legislatures have to vote for the change, even the ones that will lose voting power. This is not very likely to happen, so the next alternative is changing. It is not that complicated to get rid of the winner-take-all system. According the Constitution, each state legislature can change the way the members to the Electoral College are chosen.
There are also two different methods for choosing members to the Electoral College, the district method and the proportional method. The proportional method means that each candidate will receive electoral votes according to how many percent that have voted for him or her. This method will weaken the two-party system and hopefully create a more diverse political landscape in the US. It might also stop or decrease gerrymandering, because the importance will no longer be to win everything in one state or district, but get the highest percentage, which is not affected by the district lines. It is also up to the states to choose whether or nor they want to use this method. The problem is that it will be rather difficult to convince the parties to go along with this method, especially the strong parties in one state. These parties will obviously fear that they will loose power. 
A second possibility is the District method. The District method is already in use in Maine and Nebraska. It means that the candidate who wins the state automatically gets two of the electoral votes. The rest of the electoral votes are given to the winner in each district. This means that electoral votes from these states can go to both the democrats and the republicans, and even to a third-party candidate.  This does not require a change in the Constitution, but it is up to each state to choose to use this system. Another positive result of this system is that it is effective even if only a few states choose to use it. The votes cast for the candidates are often so close, that even small changes in a few states can have major influence on the final result.
The people behind ElectionReform.org do also believe that the district method can be used to try Instant Runoff Voting. This means that the voters will rank the candidates in the order they prefer instead of just voting for one candidate. This system ensures that one does not need more than one election to get a candidate with the majority of the votes. If the winner of the first count of the ballots does not have the absolute majority of the votes, the candidate with the least votes is defeated, and the ballots will be counted again. This will go on until one is left with a candidate with absolute majority. This also ensures that no vote is wasted, because every person who voted the first time has exactly one vote in each round of the counting. Some say this will save money, because ordinary runoff elections need more resources. They also think that Instant Runoff Voting will increase the voter turnout, because people will feel that their vote will have a larger impact on the results.
It seems to me that it is time for changes in the Electoral College. I tend to agree with the people who want to get rid of the whole thing. It does no longer seem necessary with an extra buffer between the people and the final result. But until the there is political will do close the Electoral College, some simple reforms, like those mentioned above, should make the elections seem more fair and display a result closer to the popular votes.

Sources:
- Shelley, Frank M., J. Clark Archer, Fiona M. Davidson, Stanley D. Brunn (1996). Political Geography of the Untied States.

- Kimberling, William C. The Electoral College http://www.fec.gov/pdf/eleccoll.pdf (read 09.02.04)
- http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U.S._presidential_election,_2000 (read 10.02.04)

- The official web site of the Electoral College http://www.archives.gov/federal_register/electoral_college/electoral_college.html (read 10.02.04)

- http://www.fairvote.org/ (read 11.02.04)
- http://www.fairvote.org/e_college/reform.htm (read 11.02.04)

- McGrath, Michael E. http://www.electionreform.org/ERMain/editorials/ec.htm (read 18.02.04)
- Instant Runoff Voting http://www.fairvote.org/irv/ (read 18.02.04)






PAGE  
6

