
can lose—if only in the party primary—if voters 
sour on their records. Every state capital has 
engendered enough of an echo chamber that 
examines and discusses the work of legislators 
and other elected officials that an overall sense of 
their records—conservative or liberal, sellout or 
crusading—is known to people who care enough 
about politics to vote. If those records do not 
reflect local opinion, the jobs will go to other can-
didates in the next election.

Conclusion
This is a highly partisan era, with little civility or 
cooperation, it seems, between Republicans and 
Democrats. But the war between the red and the 
blue will never be as heated as the war between 
the blue and the gray—the North and the South 
during the Civil War. Although voters today are 
divided, they are not as deeply divided as they 
have been at other moments in the country’s past, 
such as during the Civil War or at the time of the 
Watergate scandal.

This fact is reflected in the recent series of 
contentious but ultimately narrowly won presi-
dential contests, and on down through other lev-
els of government. As with Congress and the 
Electoral College, state legislatures have been 
closely divided, with the two main parties switch-
ing leads in total number of seats nationwide 
throughout the early 21st century. The lead 
among governorships has switched around, too, 
with Republicans currently up.

The outcomes of recent elections reflect the 
divided public mood. State and local officials have 
less ability to control who participates in the 
political process because of the many changes in 
voting laws passed at the federal level. They do 
still maintain a lot of control over whom citizens 
can vote for through their regulation of political 
parties and their ability to decide who deserves to 
get their names on the ballot.

Which state officials citizens get to vote for dif-
fers depending on where the citizens live. In most 
states, citizens vote for several statewide officials 
such as governor, attorney general, and secretary 
of state. In others, they might vote for little more 
than the governor. Similarly, in some localities 
citizens elect the mayor directly, whereas in oth-
ers the mayor is chosen by the city council from 
among its own membership. Some states allow 
people to vote directly for judges, while in other 
states judges are appointed to office. Some local-
ities allow residents to vote for school board 
members; in others, these positions are appointed.

In general, citizens vote for enough officehold-
ers with the authority to control policies that the 
majority’s will becomes law. However, because 
polling is done far more often at the national level 
than at the local or even the state level, officehold-
ers sometimes have only an anecdotal sense of 
what their constituents are thinking. They do pay 
close attention to the clues they are given and 
monitor opinion as closely as they can. They are 
well aware that if they do not create the types of 
policies that most people want, they are not going 
to stay in office for long.

The Latest Research

This chapter has explained in some depth the role of 
state and local governments in structuring elections. As 
discussed above, what citizens need to do to register to 
vote, where they vote, when they vote, and the mechan-
ics of how they vote are largely decisions made by state 

and local governments. States have differences on all 
these matters, and it should come as no surprise after 
reading this chapter that these differences make a dif-
ference. Tougher registration requirements, for example, 
tend to result in lower voter turnout.
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