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Examiner tips


Advice from the examiner on key points in the text to help you learn and recall unit content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Knowledge Summary




•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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Questions & Answers
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About this book



This guide is designed to help you revise for Unit 3C Representative Processes in the USA for the Edexcel Advanced (A2) GCE in Government and Politics. This unit looks at the electoral and representative processes of America and considers the extent to which they fulfil the role of popular participation and democracy.


The specification


The four topic areas of Unit 3C are set out below:






	Topic

	Key coverage






	Elections and voting

	



•  Knowledge of the electoral processes used in the USA


•  Evaluating concerns that elections do not effectively hold those in power to account


•  Awareness of factors which explain the outcomes of recent elections












	Political parties

	



•  Knowledge of the ideologies and traditions of the main parties


•  Awareness of patterns of support for each party


•  Evaluation of the changing significance of parties


•  Exploring the role of minor parties












	Pressure groups

	



•  Knowledge of different types of pressure groups and how they access the political system


•  Exploring how effectively groups are able to influence the political process


•  Evaluating concerns that pressure groups have a negative impact on the US political system












	Racial and ethnic politics

	



•  Knowledge of the extent of, and policies to reduce, racial divisions


•  Evaluation of the extent of racial and ethnic diversity in the USA, including levels of representation and political activism


•  Key issues in contemporary minority politics













About this guide


The Content Guidance section summarises the essential information of Unit 3C including a range of contemporary examples, which are vital to ensure your answers are fully developed and supported. It also includes a range of key terms and a series of examiner tips to help channel your revision into the right areas, plus knowledge checks, which invite you to test various key aspects of your knowledge. These checks are numbered and, at the end of the guide, you can find suggested answers. You can then see how well you did in recalling the key information.


The Questions & Answers section includes an array of sample short-answer and essay questions, across all four topics, which are designed to show a range of ability levels. Each answer is followed by a detailed examiner’s response which points out what students have done well and also ways in which answers could be improved. You are advised to attempt questions yourself and use this guide to reflect on how you can improve your own responses to potential exam questions.





Content Guidance


Elections and voting


At the heart of the American political system is the fundamental fear of tyranny. In this context elections are seen as a crucial way of preventing any group of people, or individual, from becoming politically dominant and using their power oppressively. Thus the overarching feature of this topic is concerned with an evaluation of how far the political system fulfils its role of holding politicians to account. There is considerable debate among political commentators about the extent to which the USA is a truly democratic state and how far the frequency, extent and nature of US elections act as a check on power. While many conservatives are quick to point out the relative openness of the system and the range of opportunities for scrutinising and holding politicians to account, more liberal commentators will point to the growth of what they see as a system dominated in particular by money. For these individuals the system is deeply elitist, whereby the wealthy are able to dominate at the expense of the poor, creating a situation in which a growing number of Americans are apathetic, with many choosing not to participate in the political process or even vote.


Because of these concerns the topic also considers arguments about the extent to which key aspects of the US electoral system are effective and democratic, as well as the debate which surrounds possible calls for reform of these elements of the US political system. In particular, these include debates over:




•  the presidential candidate nominating system


•  the role of the Electoral College


•  the role of campaign finance


•  the lack of congressional term limits


•  gerrymandering


•  low turnout and participation
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Examiner tip


Specific questions on the outcome of elections will relate to the type of federal election most recently held, either congressional, midterm or presidential. However, more generic questions might refer to the significance of midterms for example, which requires a wider scope of analysis.
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Fundamental to an understanding of these debates is an understanding of how the system works. Students will therefore also be expected to have an understanding of the key electoral mechanisms in place in the USA, both in theory and in reality. This topic will guide you through the various stages of the electoral process for the different branches of government.


A final aspect of the topic is an analysis of the factors which shaped and affected the outcome of the most recent elections, whether presidential, congressional or midterm, and their significance.


Electoral system


The US electoral system reflects the federalist nature of the USA, in which power is held by both state and federal governments. The Founding Fathers, in order to ensure politicians are effectively held to account, created a system in which federal elections are both frequent and fixed, with elections taking place every 2 years. In all these elections a first-past-the-post electoral system is used, whereby a simple majority of votes is required for victory.
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Knowledge check 1


What is a federal system of government?
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Table 1 Overview of the US electoral system
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House of Representatives


The House term is fixed at 2 years due to its exclusive constitutional powers to initiate money bills, which could open representatives up to corruption. The intention was to create a chamber which is closely aligned to current public opinion, with smaller districts within each state, and which could be tightly scrutinised and regularly held to account for its actions. The numbers of districts in each state are regularly reapportioned, to account for population shifts, and in most states  redistricting takes place on a regular basis by the state legislature.


Senate


The structure of the Senate, in which each state receives two senators regardless of size, is designed to uphold the federalist principles upon which the constitution is based, by protecting the interests of smaller states. In addition to this, the 6-year term and the staggered and state-wide nature of US elections are designed to make the Senate a more contemplative body, cushioned from the vagaries of public opinion.


President


The presidential election is designed to provide a compromise in which the executive office embodies the national will of the USA, while also ensuring that the federalist nature of America and the interests of smaller states are upheld. Thus the president and vice-president are elected together on a single ticket under the Electoral College system. This system indirectly elects the presidential ticket across each of the 50 states, plus Washington DC. Each state is allocated a number of votes in the Electoral College, which is equivalent to the number of seats it has in Congress. Voters in each state do not therefore vote directly for the presidential ticket, but for ‘electors’ who will choose the president and vice-president in the Electoral College.


The size of the Electoral College is equal to the total membership of Congress (435 representatives and 100 senators) plus the three electors allocated to Washington DC, totalling 538 electors. Therefore, to win the presidency, a candidate must take states worth 270 electoral votes.


Most states, with the exception of Maine and Nebraska, apportion all electors on a first-past-the-post, winner-takes-all system. In this way Barack Obama won all 29 of Florida’s Electoral College votes in 2012 despite winning by a margin of only 0.8% of the popular vote. The federalist nature of the USA is protected by the fact that all states, regardless of size, have at least three Electoral College votes. Thus small states like Delaware and Wyoming had three electors each in 2012, meaning they were significantly over-represented in comparison to more populous states like California, which received 55 electors.
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Knowledge check 2


What is the first-past-the-post system?
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The presidential election day is therefore a series of 51 separate contests in which candidates attempt to win a series of state-based elections in order to secure the magical 270 electors needed to secure victory.


How are presidential nominations secured?


Due to the fact that the US voter decides who represents the party in the elections, the process to secure the presidency is a long affair. It can, however, be broken down into a number of stages, each of which needs to be successfully negotiated in order for a candidate to become the president of the USA:




•  Invisible primary


•  Primaries and caucuses


•  National conventions


•  Presidential debate


•  Election day





Invisible primary


This is the stage which runs up to the first formal primary in the USA, effectively beginning as soon as the last election has ended. It is the period when party candidates position themselves to run for the presidency before the formal series of primaries and caucuses starts. During this time the aims of candidates are threefold — to gain media coverage, to gather endorsements and to secure funding.


Media coverage


Candidates will look to achieve widespread name recognition, attempting to gather media airtime and coverage in the printed press. In particular, they will endeavour to present themselves to potential voters as credible presidential candidates and cover any potential weaknesses in their political CV. Thus, following his withdrawal from the 2008 Republican field, Mitt Romney began positioning himself to run as a conservative candidate in 2012, with speeches at the Lincoln Day dinners, the establishment of his ‘Free and Strong America PAC’ and fundraising activities for SBA-List (a pressure group committed to electing anti-abortion women to political posts).


Endorsements


After formal announcements that they are entering the presidential race, candidates will also look to gather support from key individuals within the party. Thus, in the race for the Republican nomination in 2012 Romney had secured the support of 41 of the 153 unbound  Superdelegate by March 2012, something the National Journal referred to as his ‘path to victory’.


Candidates will also look to gather endorsements from influential groups outside the party who will provide important grassroots support in mobilising a candidate’s campaign. For example, 7 months before the first 2012 primary, Michele Bachmann joined almost every other major Republican presidential candidate in speaking at the Faith and Freedom Conference in Washington.


Finance


Perhaps the most important function of this phase is to build up a big enough ‘war chest’ to fight the long presidential campaign. This is best shown by the early withdrawal of former Louisiana governor Buddy Roemer who, after establishing an exploratory committee to run for the Republican nomination in March 2011, was forced to pull out of the 2012 race in February 2012, having raised only $340,000. In particular, candidates will look to court key pressure groups and political action committees (PACs) which will provide them with valuable funding. Even those candidates looking to secure federal funding understand the necessity to raise sufficient funds early enough to be able to stay in the race. Although candidates can self-finance their campaigns (as Jon Huntsman did in 2012, lending his own campaign $5.1 million), it is enormously costly, and very few candidates have the personal assets to do this.


Primaries and caucuses


The first official stage of the presidential election process is the nomination stage, which usually takes place between January and June of election year. The key element in this process is the primary elections, in which party supporters in each state vote for delegates to go forward to the party convention, which meets to formally select the party’s presidential candidate. Each state is awarded party delegates according to the size of the state population.


Candidates who win a state primary or caucus are allocated a certain number, or all, of those state delegates, who are then pledged to vote for that candidate at the national convention. This number depends on whether states allocate their delegates on a proportional or first-past-the-post basis. Thus in Florida in 2008 McCain picked up all 57 of the Republican pledged delegates, despite only beating Mitt Romney by 5%, while in the Democratic race delegates were split, with Clinton picking up 52 and Obama 39.


Table 2 Overview of the key primary and caucus events in the nomination stage






	Key date/event

	Why important?






	Iowa caucus

	



•  Traditionally the first result of the process


•  Widespread news coverage


•  Seen as an early indication of which candidates might win


•  Can act as a springboard for candidates












	New Hampshire primary

	



•  Traditionally the first primary result


•  Widespread news coverage


•  First major testing ground for candidates


•  High rate of early dropouts












	
Super Tuesday
 (the day on which the greatest number of states hold their primaries)

	



•  More delegates can be won on Super Tuesday than on any other single day


•  Can ‘make or break’ candidates


•  In 2008, it was nicknamed Tsunami Tuesday as so many primaries were held













Individual states decide the nature of primaries or caucuses; although there are differences between them, they can roughly be divided into three types. These are compared in more detail in Table 3.
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Examiner tip


The system for electing a party’s presidential candidate is very similar to the Electoral College vote. Be careful not to confuse the two. A number of students lose marks each year from a misreading of the question on this area of the topic.
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•  Open primaries: Any registered voter can participate in either the Republican or the Democratic primary, but not both, regardless of the voter’s party affiliation. The open primary system is adopted for either party in 17 states, including Georgia.


•  Closed primaries: Only voters who have declared an affiliation to a party can participate in that party’s primary. The closed primary system is adopted for either party by 27 states, including Delaware and Kentucky.


•  Caucuses: These are a state-based series of meetings between key party members and supporters, in order to select a party’s candidate for the presidency, the most notable of which is the Iowa caucus.





Table 3 Summary of the advantages and disadvantages of the different systems in the nomination stage






	Nomination system

	Advantages

	Disadvantages






	Open primary

	



•  Increases participation, including independent voters


•  Encourages politicians to have a wider appeal


•  Usually more moderate voters, filtering out extreme candidates


•  Good preparation for election







	



•  Can favour candidates with money and a high media profile


•  ‘Raiding’ can occur to choose the opposition’s weakest candidate


•  Voters may be ill informed












	Closed primary

	



•  Candidates chosen by loyal electorate


•  Favours candidates with strong grassroots support in the party







	



•  Harder for party outsiders


•  Lower participation












	Caucus

	



•  Favours the well-organised candidate backed by the party


•  Greater political awareness of electorate







	



•  Low participation and turnout


•  Candidates may lack wider appeal














Advantages of the nomination process


Democratic


The system is open to the public and actively encourages a much wider voter participation in the selection of candidates. Indeed the increasing use of primaries was a direct result of the McGovern–Fraser reforms, which followed the victory of Hubert Humphrey, who secured the Democratic nomination in 1968 despite standing in no primaries.


The process is also open to any aspiring candidate. In this way, little-known outsider candidates (insurgents), such as Barack Obama in 2008, can rapidly rise to prominence and secure a party’s nomination.
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Examiner tip


A possible question is to evaluate how ‘effective’ or how ‘democratic’ the nomination process is. Ensure you are aware of the differences in the focus of these questions. The former requires you to focus on how well the process works and if it is successful. The latter requires an evaluation of how open and fair the system is.
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Electoral preparation


The primaries are often used as a testing ground for candidates to iron out political campaigns, establish a network of grassroots support and gauge the demands of the electorate. The gruelling nature of the process also narrows the field and eliminates candidates who do not have the political stamina to secure the presidency. In this way Herman Cain, an early Republican favourite in 2012 with his 9-9-9 tax plan and successes in the initial debates, was forced to suspend his campaign following his inability to deal with various allegations of sexual misconduct.


Policy debate


The process allows for rival policies to be discussed and debated, enriching the level of political debate across the country. The 2008 and 2012 primaries saw a series of debates, which pitted the leading candidates from each party against one another.


Disadvantages of the nomination process


Undemocratic aspects


Primaries add a further layer of elections to the process and some argue that the huge number, and frequency, of US elections adds to a growing sense of voter apathy. Indeed turnout at primaries is often below 10%.


Similarly, the primary electorate is unrepresentative of the population, and tends to be older, wealthier and more ideologically partisan, as seen by the relative success of libertarian Republican Ron Paul in both 2008 and 2012.


In addition, the ability of voters to ‘raid’ opposition primaries is a particular concern in open primaries. This was most recently seen by the efforts of Democrat activists in Michigan to push fellow Democrats into voting for Rick Santorum in the 2012 Republican primary.


Undermines party control


The lack of party control over the selection process can lead to ill-qualified candidates achieving the nomination, due to a lack of peer review. Thus candidates are chosen based on their personal qualities and campaign skills rather than on their presidential qualities. The introduction of superdelegates to counter this was proven ineffectual in 2008, when Democrat superdelegates were reluctant to support Clinton and go against Obama, who had secured a majority of pledged delegates.


The primary process is also deeply divisive to parties, with the bitter personal battles and inter-party rivalry necessary to secure the nomination.



Frontloading



The scheduling of primaries has become vital, with a good showing in early primaries considered crucial. Thus the primaries are being compressed (frontloaded) as states compete to be in the early ‘make-or-break’ rounds. This has two major effects:




•  Insufficient time is allowed for debate and reflection, as candidates with a poor early showing soon drop out. This arguably gives too much prominence to the unrepresentative states of Iowa and New Hampshire, as seen by Michele Bachmann’s withdrawal from the Republican race the day after she came sixth in the 2012 Iowa caucus.


•  Too much importance is attached to raising funds during the invisible primary, which has further lengthened the process by forcing candidates to announce their candidacy earlier. Whereas in 1960 JFK announced his candidacy only 66 days before the first primary, Mitt Romney announced his candidacy on 11 April 2011 — a clear 308 days before the Iowa caucus.
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Knowledge check 3


Why are Iowa and New Hampshire important events in the presidential nomination process?
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Financing focus


The primary process favours those who have raised the biggest ‘war chest’ in the invisible primary, giving too much weight to money and image rather than issues. It arguably creates a political system dominated by those groups and individuals who are able to secure the most money for candidates, and causes the reality of daily politics in America to be overtaken by the need to raise funds for the next election.


Alternative nominating systems


Although the earlier reforms to the nomination process, which have seen the increasing use of primaries, have been largely welcome, there still exists a level of debate over the need for further reform of the system to improve the democratic nature of primaries. The pressure group FairVote has established a bipartisan ‘Fix the primaries’ campaign, which aims to examine a range of reform options. These include the following:


Regional primaries


As early as 1999 the National Association of Secretaries of State proposed a plan, similar to a number of other regional plans, which would divide the country up into four regions, each of which would hold primaries on the same day, with the sequence being rotated for which region went first. Despite this, some critics claim it would not solve the problem of the cost of elections, due to the fact that a quarter of the country would vote in the first regional set of primaries.
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Examiner tip


Questions might ask about the criticisms of the presidential nomination process and possible replacements. Ensure you are able to mention specific reforms which have been suggested to the system, rather than your personal views.
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National primaries


A 2008 research paper by the South Illinois University outlined alternative plans for nominating presidential candidates which included a National Primary Plan, in which all states would hold a primary on the same day.



Changed scheduling



Other plans have been proposed which would adjust the scheduling of primaries to overcome the problems of frontloading. These include:




•  The American plan: Small states would begin the primary season, working towards larger states in ten steps, with states chosen at random.


•  The Delaware plan: Political writer Steven Hill, writing in a 2008 article for Prospect magazine, claimed that the current ‘system is utterly broken’ and instead called for the introduction of a plan which was originally recommended by a Republican National Committee (RNC) commission in 2000. It relied on ‘backloading’ primaries, with states placed in four groups according to population size. The smallest states would go first and the largest last.





How is the president elected?


Once the nomination has been achieved, the process for election really kicks off with the national conventions.


National party convention
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