
Not Quite Right, but Still Good276

BEYOND THE WALL
A White Walker may ask you to ...

•• Understand Arrow’s theorem, with or without the benefit of graphics.

•• Explain the concept of democracy and the liberal ideal, the better to criticize or applaud them.

•• Contrast between two democratic electoral systems because you’ll probably be tested on them.

•• Distinguish between the ideal of democracy and the reality of it.

Stuff

to

Remember

Even if Al Franken had not won the Wisconsin Senate election in 2008, Why Not Me? 
would still have served as the perfect example to kick off this chapter—after all, I used 
it for the first edition, which I wrote before he even ran for the Senate. Al’s book is 
humorous precisely because the insanity it depicts comes so close to the absurdities 
of the real elections that take place around the world. If we go back to the actual 2000 
U.S. presidential election, we can see that it provides more than enough compelling 
examples of the sometimes-ridiculous imperfections of modern electoral democracies. 
Al Gore received the most votes overall, but he lost the election when George W. Bush 
won Florida, thus winning the most electoral votes and, consequently, taking the 
presidency. In the critical swing state of Florida—where swing usually refers to the big-
band music your great-grandmother thought was risqué—thousands of elderly, lifelong 
Democratic voters “accidentally” voted for ultraconservative Pat Buchanan (running as 
a candidate on the Reform Party ticket) when they were confused by the poorly laid out 
ballots.*

Had Buchanan not benefited from the ballot confusion, Gore would have moved into the 
White House. Had it stopped there, that would have been noteworthy enough. But there 
was also Ralph Nader, the quite liberal Green Party candidate with the ongoing pledge to 
“protect everyone from everything everywhere by getting government out of everything 
except protecting people from everything everywhere.” Had Nader not been in the race, or 
if even a modest proportion of the Floridian Naderites had voted strategically and picked 
Gore, who was the candidate closest to their political position who had an actual chance 
to win, Gore would have won the part of the election that actually counted. While some 
undoubtedly shudder that such a tiny vote difference was all that kept the critical selection 
of White House dinnerware out of the hands of Tipper Gore, the practical differences for 
most of us are even more profound. Putting Big Al in the White House would have changed 
the entire course of late-night TV, political cartoons, and other forms of satire for eight 

* There are several good jokes I could have put in this paragraph, from some kind of self-exposure or flasher jokes about Al Franken 
writing an exposé about himself to Buchanan’s claim that those elderly Democratic voters did really, deep down, want to vote for a 
loud and aggressive person who was too right-wing to run as a Republican, but sometimes one must pause to simply reflect on the 
rich humor inherent in life itself. Take thirty-seven Zen-like seconds to contemplate the nature of irony.




