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Imagine the Electoral College is abolished, and we adopt a straightforward popular vote system. Now, only the popular vote matters. The winner is the person who gets a majority of the popular vote, and if nobody gets a majority, the top two vote-getters face each other in a run-off, and the winner of the run-off becomes the new president.

It sounds logical enough, but what if the conservatives cheat? What if the Texas state government falsely declares that 95 percent of the eligible voters in Texas voted, and falsely declares that 95 percent of them voted for the conservative candidate for president? What if other conservative states do the same thing? What if millions of phony votes are counted for the conservative presidential candidate, and as a result, he or she wins?

Liberals are going to have to decide how much they trust the integrity of the conservatives. I heard a prominent liberal pundit named Heather Cox Richardson on the PBS NewsHour in 2024 ranting about how awful the Supreme Court’s decision was in the case of Trump v. the United States. You may remember that that decision said that a president cannot be prosecuted for official acts, such as orders that he gives to military personnel in his role as commander-in-chief. Justice Sonia Sotomayor said in her dissent that this means a president could never be prosecuted for ordering a squad of military personnel to kill one of his/her political rivals, or anyone else whom s/he happens to dislike. Heather Cox Richardson agreed.

Imagine that. Trump finds a bunch of soldiers who are loyal to him personally, orders them to kill a prominent journalist who keeps criticizing him, they do it, and he pardons them. The Republicans in Congress refuse to impeach him. Years later, his term expires and he leaves office, and his successor has him arrested for murder. His lawyers move to dismiss the charges on the grounds that the Supreme Court said in Trump v. the United States that presidents cannot be prosecuted for things they did in their official capacity as commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and the judge agrees and dismisses the charges. The case goes all the way to the Supreme Court, and there the majority votes to uphold the dismissal.

That is what some liberals say might happen. Other people, less cynical, believe there is no way a majority on the Supreme Court will ever do such a thing. There is simply no way, they say, that the conservatives on the Supreme Court will let a president get away with cold-blooded murder.

You, the person reading this, must decide. Do you really think the conservatives are so rotten that they would let Trump get away with the cold-blooded murder of a person who had done nothing illegal? Because if you really believe the conservatives are so rotten that they would do that, then how can you possibly think they would not lie about the vote tally in an election? How can you possibly think they would not commit vote fraud? Surely anyone who is willing to commit murder will also be willing to commit vote fraud.

And if you don’t trust the conservatives to report election results honestly, then how can you say we should abolish the electoral college? Right now, conservative vote fraud in conservative states would probably have no impact on the presidential election. A state in which the conservatives could get away with massive vote fraud is probably a conservative state which would give all its electoral votes to the conservative candidate anyway. But if we switch to a popular vote system, then massive vote fraud in the conservative states would hand the presidency to the conservative candidate every time. The liberals must decide whether they want to take that risk.
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WE COULD GET A BETTER CONGRESS 

BY PICKING PEOPLE AT RANDOM OFF THE STREET
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I believe in the patriotism and public spirit of the American people, so I believe we would be better off if we abolished congressional elections and filled congressional seats by picking people at random off the street. I believe that in general, our current politicians care about little except getting re-elected, and will do just about anything to enhance their chances of re-election, no matter how much harm it does to the country, but I think randomly chosen Americans would care about our country's future.

Of course, running the government by referendum does not work well, because the average voter does not have enough time to study the issues and vote intelligently. But if we picked our members of Congress at random, the chosen ones would be payed a hefty salary to work full-time on being legislators, so they would have time to study the issues, and I believe most of them would do so conscientiously. I believe most of them would take the job seriously and would want to do a good job.

Some of them, of course, would always or almost always follow the advice of various organizations. Some would always do what the NAACP wants, or what the environmentalists want, or what the chamber of commerce wants. Some would probably have a smart friend or relative whose advice they would always follow. Surely that would be no worse than what many elected officials currently do.

Feminists ought to be pleased by my plan. Half of Congress would be women.

The big concern, of course, is that randomly-chosen legislators would be stupid. I know I can't prove this, but I don't see why randomly-chosen legislators would be significantly dumber than elected politicians. Even if they were, what good is an intelligent elected official who cares only about being re-elected and is willing to stoop to any demagoguery to achieve that goal?

What I envision is a system much like a raffle. People who wanted to be in Congress would buy a raffle ticket. Anybody could go to the Internet and see who had bought a ticket, and see the number of that person's ticket. Nobody would be allowed to buy more than one, and the price would be just one dollar, so the poor could participate. If we wanted to screen out the least intelligent, we could have a test that the winners must take before they are sworn in. Maybe they could be required to prove that they have memorized the names of all fifty states, or at least forty of them.

Some people may worry that the Senate is so small, just one hundred people, that there is a significant chance that someday it would have a majority of eccentrics. To avoid that, we could increase the size of the Senate by giving each state five senators, or we could go to the opposite extreme and abolish the Senate. Perhaps abolishing the Senate would not be feasible, because the Constitution guarantees each state the right to equal representation in the Senate, which obviously implies that the Senate cannot be abolished. Well, if the Senate cannot be abolished, we could instead reduce its powers. We could amend the Constitution to take away its right to do anything, except confirm presidential appointments to ambassadorships. With so little work to do, we could save money by abolishing all the Senate staff positions, except for one secretary per Senator, and by drastically cutting senator's salaries.

Some may worry that randomly-chosen legislators would lack experience. There is no doubt that experience can be helpful to a government official. President Eisenhower, for example, worried about the growing power of the military-industrial complex because his years in the White House and in the military had taught him that generals and admirals sometimes love their own branch of the service so much that they lose sight of the needs of the nation as a whole. Someone who is arriving in Washington for the first time might not be aware of that. But it seems to me that the danger posed by inexperience could be, at least partially, counteracted by the efforts of journalists and lobbyists, and in any event, is less severe than the danger posed by legislators who will gladly vote for any kind of foolishness as long as it gets them re-elected.

We could also ameliorate the problems of inexperience by lengthening the term of a member of the House of Representatives to four years, and have half the House replaced every two years, so there would never be a time when the House was made up entirely of freshmen.

It seems to me that the big difference between the current system and my plan would be that randomly-chosen legislators would be less likely to have the qualities that one needs to get elected under our current system: the love of always being in the spotlight, the ability to actually enjoy spending ten hours every day nagging people for contributions, the willingness to hand out subsidies in order to please constituents and big contributors. Right now we have a system where government is controlled by the never-ending quest for popularity and campaign contributions. Does anyone think this is good? Right now, we have a system that is little more than bribery. It's “Vote for me, and I'll raise your Social Security benefits! Vote for me, and I'll protect your farm subsidies! Vote for me, and I'll increase military spending so you won't get layed off from your job at the airplane factory!” Does anyone think it is good to have a system where politicians encourage the citizenry to think of government as a warehouse to be plundered?

Naturally, one has to wonder how the politics of the idea would shake out. To get an idea, look at the Citizen Jury experiment that was conducted years ago by the Jefferson Center, a non-profit group. Twenty-four Americans from all over the country, chosen to reflect the nation's demographics in age, sex, and geographic diversity, were gathered together in 1993 to listen to lectures on the nation's problems from conservatives and liberals. The result should please liberals. The citizen jury voted for a bigger tax increase even than the one Clinton was proposing, and deeper cuts in the military than the cuts Clinton was proposing. (See the article by William Claiborne in the January 21, 1993 Washington Post.)

I think this shows that conservatives would have more to fear from the random system than liberals would. The foundation of conservative power is the ability of wealthy conservatives to make enormous campaign contributions. A random system would destroy that power. Yet, how could conservative politicians argue that a random system would be bad? Conservatives in the United States today portray themselves as populists, endlessly praising the wisdom of John Q. Public. Well, if John Q. Public is so doggone wise, then a randomly-chosen Congress is the best possible Congress, isn't it? How could conservatives argue otherwise? I can't think of any argument conservatives could make against the idea that would have any chance of being persuasive to the general public.

In fact, I feel tempted to advocate for a randomly-chosen Congress just for the pleasure of watching the Republicans desperately straining to think of some excuse to oppose it.
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LET'S PUT LIMITS ON CAMPAIGN SPENDING
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In the wake of Watergate, Congress put limits on the amount of money that could be spent on congressional and presidential campaigns. These limits were declared an unconstitutional infringement on freedom of speech by the Supreme Court in the famous case of Buckley v. Valeo. It seems to me that restrictions on campaign spending are an idea whose time has once again arrived.

I feel baffled that the Democrats have not tried to make an issue out of this, because I think it would be quite popular and might be a big vote-getter for them. If there is one thing that Americans almost unanimously agree on, it is that they hate political ads on TV. Tell the American people, “A constitutional amendment to restrict campaign spending will reduce the number of political ads on TV,” and you will hear the loudest hurray you have ever heard in your life. It would be almost as popular guillotining Charles Manson.

On a more rational level, I think the American people know perfectly well that politicians sell their souls to get campaign contributions, and they know perfectly well that this is not good for the country.

The constitutional amendment would say that in the last ninety days before the election, nobody is allowed to buy TV or radio or Internet time for ads that have anything to do with political issues except the official committees of the candidates who are on the ballot for some office, and each candidate is allowed to have only one official committee, and the amount of money each committee can spend in those last ninety days shall be limited by law. If any sharp lawyers can see a loophole in that scheme, tell me about it. I'm all ears.

As I said above, in the previous chapter, I would like to just abolish congressional elections and pick Congress at random, but obviously, it is very unlikely that such a drastic change will ever be made to our Constitution. Many Americans would surely have a visceral distrust of any scheme that would abolish elections. Strict limits on campaign spending, on the other hand, would not be a drastic change, and it is much easier to imagine such a constitutional amendment being enacted.

​
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LET'S CLONE ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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Naturally, anyone who hears the suggestion that we clone Abraham Lincoln is going to wonder if it is possible. Consider this fact. Every now and then, a frozen woolly mammoth is found in Siberia. Experts are now saying it may well be possible to extract enough DNA from one of those frozen carcasses to clone a woolly mammoth. (See the May 2009 issue of National Geographic magazine, pages 52 thru 55.)

If it can be done with a mammoth, it can be done with a human being. Currently, nobody knows how to clone a human being. There are technical obstacles in the way, but of course, scientists are clever people, and it seems likely that all the obstacles will eventually be overcome. There is no reason to believe, in principle, that it is impossible. Of course, some woman would have to be found who would be willing to carry the fetal Abe to term, but surely there would be plenty of volunteers. Every year, plenty of people adopt children who are total strangers, and this would not be much different from that.

Of course, to get the DNA, we would have to exhume Lincoln's remains and take tissue samples. That is an undignified way to treat a corpse, of course, but I think in this case the good would outweigh the bad.

The big question, of course, is whether it would even be possible to get DNA from Lincoln's corpse. I've heard that Lincoln was embalmed after his death, and formaldehyde is not friendly to DNA, but perhaps there would still be DNA in the bone marrow and inside the skull. The only way to find out for sure would be to look. Keep in mind that scientists have extracted DNA from 38,000-year-old Neanderthal bones. (See an article by Karen Kaplan in the November 16, 2006, Los Angeles Times.)

Lincoln's corpse is in a tomb in a state park in Illinois, so the Illinois state government owns the remains, and so the Illinois state government would have to consent to this. It seems to me that if enough public pressure was brought to bear, consent would be granted.

Lincoln has no living descendants, so there is no private individual whose consent would be needed.

Some may object that a person's personality is formed by childhood experiences and socioeconomic circumstances, so Abe the Second would be just as likely to become a serial killer as a great leader. That theory is not true. Psychological research has revealed that identical twins, even if raised apart, grow up to be very much alike. Not perfectly identical, of course, but still, very much alike. (See page 47 of The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature, by Steven Pinker.) President Lincoln was a smart, hardworking, logical man who lived by a strict moral code, and it is very likely that Abe the Second would have those qualities too. (President Lincoln was also fond of off-color jokes. Maybe Abe the Second would have that quality too.)
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