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Directions: Now that we have a general understanding of the Electoral College, and how it works, one the main arguments against it is that if you don’t live in a “pivotal state”, your vote truly doesn’t matter. A “pivotal state” is one in their electoral votes will truly determine the outcome of the presidential election.

So, which states are pivotal? Is it the big ones? the swing states? the most diverse? Below are excerpts (sections) of John Wright’s Pivotal States in the Electoral College. Read his arguments, and answer the questions below. 

- - -

Whether to maintain or abolish the Electoral College is one of the enduring debates of American politics. A main argument against the College is that it violates the equality principle of “one person, one vote.” In contrast to a system of direct popular election, the Electoral College discriminates — depending on the arguments used — against voters in small states, large states, or non-competitive states.
One of the key points of focus is the issue of “pivotal states”. A pivotal state is often interpreted broadly to mean competitive states, swing states, or battleground states — generally states where candidates are presumed to allocate substantial campaign resources. The pivotal state is also the state that provides the 270th electoral vote, the number necessary for a majority. Pivotal states are of obvious importance, but also important are nearly pivotal states. States that precede the pivot by one or two places, or else follow the pivot closely, may have substantive political significance. The logic of pivoting is that politicians are willing to pay more to entice [these] states [to vote for them] the closer they come to winning.
Among the empirical results that follow, Ohio was pivotal in 2004, Florida in 2000, California in 1916, New York in 1888, and so forth. These results are consistent with the conventional wisdom about these campaigns. Small and medium-size states often reflect national voting trends better than large states, and thus it turns out that small and medium-size states are pivotal in roughly one-fourth of the elections.

In a simulation of Electoral College voting, political scientists Rabinowitz and McDonald concluded that the large states of California, Texas, New York, Illinois, and Ohio were most powerful between 1948 and 1984. Another political scientist, Patterson in 2002, argued that the current Electoral College “works to the advantage of a mere handful of competitive states, which change from one election to the next.” Recent data suggests that large states are advantaged by the Electoral College system, but their advantage is not significantly different from their representational weight in the U.S. Congress. Large states will not necessarily be pivotal. A very large state, such as Texas, for example, which currently provides large winning margins for Republican candidates, is unlikely to pivot because it effectively joins Republican candidates’ coalitions very early; In other words, this is an easy state to “bank on” for the Republican Party. States that provide smaller winning vote margins, even if they have fewer electoral votes, are more likely to pivot because they join the coalition later in the sequence. Furthermore, pivotal states will generally be those where the within-state vote shares of the two candidates closely represent the popular vote shares of the two candidates nationally.

Table 1 [on the next page] lists the pivotal state in each election from 1880 to 2004, together with the state that joined the winning candidate’s coalition just before the pivotal state. Among large states, New York has pivoted five times, Ohio five times, Illinois four times, and California, Michigan, and Pennsylvania each twice. However, small or medium-sized states have also been pivotal. New Jersey, the fourteenth largest state in 1904, was pivotal that year, West Virginia was pivotal in 1908, Missouri in 1960, Idaho in 1920, Iowa in 1932, Louisiana in 1956, and Colorado in 1992. The latter are important exceptions to the large-state prediction in much of the existing literature. In short, a small or medium-sized state has been pivotal in nearly one-fourth of the presidential elections since 1880. Size per se, therefore, is neither necessary nor sufficient to pivot. The winner’s vote share of the two-party vote in the pivotal state often deviates considerably from a perfectly competitive outcome of one-half.
Table 2 shows the deviation from the pivot, meaning, the closer the state is to “0”, the more pivotal it has been in historic elections. Ohio has the lowest pivot-proximity score across the 32 elections, followed by Illinois, Missouri, New Mexico, and Delaware. 

Since candidates must win the pivotal state, their resources must last through at least the pivotal state. Candidates may be uncertain about exactly which state will be pivotal, and so resources will probably be distributed around the pivotal state, For the 2000 and 2004 campaigns, whether or not a state received a campaign visit was predicted by a state’s number of electoral votes in 2000, the average of the state’s electoral competitiveness in the 1988–1996 elections, and the average of the state’s pivot-proximity scores for the 1988–1996 campaigns. 
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1. What is a pivotal state? Define a pivotal state based on the description given by the author. 

2. Besides giving the candidate a winning number of electoral votes, why else are “pivotal states” important? (HINT: Look at what these states “reflect”…)

3. Why aren’t large states necessarily “pivotal”?

4. The same paragraph continues on to discuss what kinds of states are “pivotal”. What determines whether a state is “pivotal”?

5. Historically, which states have been the most “pivotal”? Which state holds the “lead” as being the most pivotal over time? And which state(s) were pivotal in Election 2012?

6. Table 2 discusses the “derivation from pivotal point”, meaning the closer the state is to “0”, the more pivotal it has been in historic elections. Ohio leads this chart as well, but let’s focus on the “least pivotal states”. Which are the top five lease pivotal states? In what part of the country are most of these states located? Is there also a racial component as well? What can you conclude about these states in terms of “pivotal” specifics?

7. CONCLUSION: Colorado ranks 22nd in terms of “pivotal importance”. Utilizing the concluding paragraph of the article, what does mean for our state, and others below us on the “ranking scale”? 

8. CONCLUSION: What did you learn from this “Pivotal States” reading?
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