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Stephen K. Medvic’s Campaigns and Elections addresses two distinct but related aspects of
American electoral democracy—both the processes that constitute campaigns and elections and the
players who are involved. In addition to this balanced coverage on process and actors, it also gives
equal billing to both campaigns and elections and to contests for both legislative and executive
positions at the national, state, and local levels.
The book starts by providing students with the conceptual distinctions between what happens in an
election and the campaigning that precedes it. Significant attention is devoted to setting up the context
for these campaigns and elections by covering the rules of the game in the American electoral system
and aspects of election administration and the funding of elections. Then the book systematically
covers the actors at every level—candidates and their organizations, parties, interest groups, the
media, and voters—and the macro-level aspects of campaigns such as campaign strategy and
determinants of election outcomes. The book concludes with a big-picture assessment of campaign
ethics and implications of the “permanent campaign.”
Stephen K. Medvic is an associate professor of government at Franklin and Marshall College. His
books include Political Consultants in U.S. Congressional Elections, Shades of Gray: Perspectives
on Campaign Ethics, New Directions in Campaigns and Elections, and In Defense of Politicians.
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Preface

Most readers of this book will vividly recall the 2008 presidential campaign. The intensity of that
race and the historic nature of the outcome were certainly unique, but campaigns and elections are
often exciting. When they are competitive, which admittedly is not always, they have all the drama of
a championship sports event, with results that are far more consequential.
I wrote this book, in part, to share my passion for the study of campaigns and elections, which
together are, arguably, the most important element of American democracy, but I also wrote it because
there are no existing textbooks in this field that address the subject as I do in my campaigns-andelections course. Many books focus on the nuts and bolts of campaigns or the operation of elections,
but not both. I try—in my class and in this book—to balance coverage of campaigns with an
examination of elections. Furthermore, I organize my course around the actors involved in campaigns
and elections, including full treatment of candidates, political parties, interest groups, the media, and
voters. Some books bury the actors under a focus on processes; others place just one of the actors
(often parties) at the center of the discussion.
Campaigns and elections are extremely complicated events. The tangle of laws and regulations
governing them, the behavior of the various actors, and the myriad processes involved in choosing
our leaders and representatives can seem overwhelming. My hope is that, by providing a
comprehensive but accessible treatment of the subject, this book helps students make sense of
campaigns and elections. Perhaps, in addition, students will come away with a deeper appreciation
for elections and the campaigns that precede them. I find them truly fascinating, and I hope that shows
in the pages that follow.

Themes
There are two primary themes that can be found throughout the book. The first is the remarkable
variety in the laws and regulations that govern campaigns and elections in the United States. These
laws and regulations are quite dissimilar, both between the federal and state levels and among the
states. The differences in the operation of federal and state elections are readily apparent. The most
obvious is the system for choosing presidents; nothing like an Electoral College for governors exists.
However, there are other distinctions, including the regulation of fund raising and campaign spending
and the media’s coverage of campaigns. Among the states, however, there is even greater variation in
the operation of campaigns and elections. There are numerous ways of handling campaign finance and
redistricting, voter registration, primaries, and election administration. States also differ markedly in
their use of initiatives and referenda, the strength of political parties, and levels of electoral
competition. This book attempts to capture these and many other differences.
The second theme is that no system of campaigns and elections is perfect; every aspect of a given

system has advantages and disadvantages. Furthermore, though we often say that democracy requires
free and fair elections, creating a system that is both free and fair is quite difficult. Indeed, efforts to
reform particular aspects of campaigns and elections often require choosing among competing values.
Typically, the values at stake are freedom and equality. Campaign finance reform, for example, faces
a tension between giving individuals the freedom to spend as much as they would like in support of
(or opposition to) a candidate and, conversely, providing candidates with roughly equal resources
with which to compete. There are trade-offs as well in the choice of an electoral system for
legislative elections. Single-member plurality systems tend to produce absolute majorities, which
fosters decisive governance, while proportional representation tends toward consensus and coalition
building, which enhances the representative function of government. The tensions and trade-offs
inherent in the American system of campaigns and elections appear at various points throughout this
text.

Approach
Though there are a number of good textbooks for use in campaigns-and-elections courses, most focus
nearly exclusively on either the operation of campaigns or the factors that influence elections, but not
both. Furthermore, virtually all of them approach the subject from just one institutional perspective
(for example, presidential elections rather than congressional elections) or one level (for example,
national versus state and local). This book covers both campaigns and elections for executive and
legislative races at both the national and, where possible given space limitations, subnational levels.
I have tried to be as comprehensive as possible in this approach, while recognizing that some details
would have to be left to books with a more specific focus. Nevertheless, my hope is that there is
value in providing—in a single, relatively short volume—a comprehensive examination of the
essential elements of campaigns and elections in the United States.
The other unique feature of this book is the emphasis placed on the various actors involved in
campaigns and elections. Though institutions and laws certainly shape behavior (and are given proper
attention in this text), groups and individuals are at the heart of the electoral process. Thus, the text is
organized around the major actors. The core chapters are devoted to candidates and their campaign
organizations, political parties, interest groups, the media, and voters. This allows sufficient space to
explain how these actors function within campaigns and elections. Any laws or regulations that
govern the actors’ behavior and any processes not covered by a discussion of the actors’ place in the
system are addressed in separate chapters at the beginning and end of the book.
Finally, normative considerations are included either explicitly or implicitly in every chapter.
Reform alternatives are a common part of these considerations, but students are also asked to examine
their expectations for the behavior of the various actors covered in the book. Just how informed, for
example, must citizens be if democracy is to function properly? Do we demand too much of
candidates? There are ample opportunities to compare the ideal functioning of campaigns and
elections with the reality of their operation. One goal, of course, is to sharpen students’ critical
capacities, but I also hope that students will develop reasonable standards by which to evaluate
campaigns and elections and the performance of those who participate in them.

Pedagogy
To reinforce the importance of actors in the political process and to introduce active learning, each
chapter contains role-play scenarios in which students are asked to imagine themselves as particular
actors in a situation related to campaigns and elections and then respond in one way or another to the
scenario. This feature can easily be used (or adapted for use) as a source for course assignments. In
addition to the role-plays, the chapters include discussion questions, online resources, and suggested
readings.

Content
The first three chapters of this book establish the theoretical and legal foundations of campaigns and
elections. Chapter 1 explores the role of campaigns and elections in democratic theory, including an
examination of the requirements for free and fair elections. The chapter also distinguishes between
the functions of campaigns and those of elections.
Chapter 2 is the first part of a discussion of the “rules and regulations” governing campaigns and
elections. It begins with an examination of the U.S. Constitution and identifies the provisions that
pertain to elections. The bulk of the chapter, however, is devoted to voting rights and the electoral
systems in use in the United States. Chapter 3 covers the second half of the rules and regulations,
which include election administration (voter registration, voting equipment, and the like) and the
campaign finance system.
Chapters 4 through 8 are devoted to the major actors involved in campaigns and elections.
• Candidates and their campaign organizations are the focus of Chapter 4. Special attention is paid to
the question of who runs for office and why, and political consultants are highlighted as integral
elements of the campaign organization.
• Political parties are examined in Chapter 5, which discusses the two-party system, including a brief
history of that system; parties as organizations; the nomination process, which is described as a
vital piece of party business; and the parties’ general election activities.
• Chapter 6 explains what interest groups are, charts their growth over time, and examines their role
in campaigns and elections.
• Chapter 7 describes the current media environment and the way campaign news is reported.
Particular attention is given to what has been called the “game schema” in use by campaign media.
Election Night coverage is also discussed in some detail.
• Voters are the topic of Chapter 8, which begins with explanations of voter turnout at both the
aggregate and individual levels. The second half of the chapter examines vote choice and the
various influences on voting behavior.
Chapters 9 and 10 cover those aspects of campaigns and elections respectively, that were not dealt
with in the previous eight chapters. In Chapter 9, campaigns are described as dynamic processes that
require sound planning, strategic thinking, and tactical maneuvering. Chapter 10 explores the
uniqueness of presidential elections, examines the realignments literature, and identifies the factors

that influence the outcomes of presidential and congressional elections. The chapter ends with
discussions of whether campaigns matter—that is, whether they have an impact on election outcomes
—and the extent to which elections affect governance.
Chapter 11, the final chapter of the book, begins by taking a step back to paint a broad picture of
campaigns and elections in the United States. It then introduces campaign ethics and examines two
standards by which campaign behavior can be judged. The chapter concludes with a description of
the “permanent campaign” and considers the consequences of this relatively new phenomenon in
American politics.
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1 Campaigns and Elections in American
Democracy

Elections can occur without democracy, but democracy cannot endure without elections.

—Dennis Thompson, Just Elections1

E

LECTIONS ARE among the most interesting and important political events in the life of a
country. Even non-democratic governments reinforce the value of elections by routinely using
them to justify a regime’s existence. The 1936 constitution of the Soviet Union guaranteed “all
Soviets of Working People’s Deputies, from rural and city Soviets of Working People’s Deputies to
the Supreme Soviet of the U.S.S.R., inclusive, are elected by the citizens by direct vote.”
Furthermore, elections were to take place “on the basis of universal… and equal suffrage by secret
ballot.”2 In practice, of course, the Communist Party controlled nominations, and candidates ran
largely unopposed. More recently, Saddam Hussein “won” a reelection referendum in Iraq with 100
percent of the vote just months before he would be deposed by the U.S. military. Seven years prior to
that, he had received 99.96 percent of the vote.3 In terms of raw numbers, nearly as many elections
were held in dictatorships from 1946 to 2000 as in democracies. However, there were also
significantly more dictatorships than democracies throughout the world between 1960 and 1990.
When this disparity is controlled for, elections are found to have been held almost twice as often in
democracies as in dictatorships.4 Nevertheless, that so many dictatorships have held elections will
likely come as a surprise to many readers.
Though elections under totalitarian regimes and dictatorships may serve as propaganda, they are
the sine qua non of democracy; without them, there can be no democracy. Indeed, one could argue
that the degree to which a political system is democratic can be measured by the meaningfulness of its
elections, although this point is debatable for a number of reasons. One such reason is that some
scholars of democratization prefer to treat the concept of democracy as a dichotomous variable (that
is, a country either is or is not a democracy) rather than a continuous one (whereby a country is more
or less democratic).5 According to this view, there can be no degree to which a political system is
democratic: Either it is, or it isn’t. Even so, a political system would never be considered democratic
if it didn’t hold elections.
There are, of course, numerous requirements for democracy beyond elections. These include free
expression, the right to association and the freedom to create political organizations, unfettered
access to information, and an array of other citizenship rights. Determining which of these is most
essential for democracy is, of course, futile. Nevertheless, elections certainly can claim historical
primacy over other democratic practices. Robert Dahl—a preeminent democratic theorist—has noted
that in the common pattern of development in the world’s “older” democracies, elections to

