
Solutions to America’s Politics?: 
Major Changes Without 

Amending the Constitution
J. Michael Greig

Professor, Department of Political Science
Senior Research Fellow, Castleberry Peace Institute

University of North Texas



Why This Class Now? Why Me?



What Might We Want in American 
Politics?

• A responsive political system

• A political system with fewer 
barriers to entry

• Elected officials that reflect 
the preferences of the majority

• A political system that 
encourages healthy 
competition

• Between candidates, 
parties, and branches

• A political system that fosters 
trust among Americans



The Diagnosis: What Do Americans Think 
About Our Political System?



What Americans Think & 
Say About U.S. Politics



Partisan Agreement on Congress



Trends in Americans’ Views on U.S. 
Democracy



What’s Wrong With the 
State of American 
Politics?

• Hyper-partisanship
• Political environment is deeply polarized, difficult for 

federal elected officials to work across party lines to 
solve problems

• Politics as team sport
• Perpetual election politics

• Self-Dealing & Lack of Trust
• Many Americans see elected officials serving 

themselves, not their constituents

• Lack of citizen agency

• Many Americans feel unrepresented, unable to impact 
politics in important ways

• Gridlock
• Tough to get things done



Rules for Our 
Potential Fixes
• No fixes require a constitutional 

amendment to or replacement of the U.S. 
Constitution

• Fixes must involve political processes, 
not policy decisions

• Reforms target processes, not individuals



Problem: Size of the House of Representatives

• Framers viewed the House as the federal entity 
closest to the people

• Two-year terms

Framers envisioned House size growing after each 
census
• First Congress – 65 members representing 3.9M (1 rep per 

60,000)
• 1850 – 234 members representing 23.2M (1 rep per 99,000)
• 1900 – 386 members representing 76.2M (1 rep per 197,000)
• 1911 – 435 members representing 92.2M (1 rep per 212,000)
• Today – 435 members representing 340M (1 rep per 782,000)



Problems Created by Current House Size

• How well can 1 representative 
understand & speak to the needs of 
762,000 citizens?

• Reduces each individual voter’s 
influence

• Undermines diversity of perspectives
• Increases costs of congressional 

campaigns
• Increases influence of special 

interests 



Potential Fix: 
Expand the Size of 
the House

• Set by law, could be changed by Congress and the 
President

• 1929 Permanent Apportionment Act

• How many? – Depends on the rule
• Smallest state rule – 572 seats
• Return lost seats from 1929 rule – 585 seats 

(how does future growth occur?)
• Cube root rule – Cube root mathematical 

function of population: 692 seats
• Madison rule – 50,000 constituents per 

member: 6,500 seats
• Founding rule – 35,000 constituents per 

member: 9,400 seats

• Potential negative impacts:
• Size becomes too unwieldy
• Electoral College impact



Problem: Voters Often 
Dislike Their Party Choices

• Voters often lament about having to 
pick between the “lesser of two evils”

• Many Americans lament being limited 
to two major parties

• Incentives for gerrymandering further 
limit voter choices and increase 
dissatisfaction

• In 2024, <10% of House seats were 
competitive

• Candidates choose their voters





Potential Fix: Multi-
Member Districts
• Current system - congressional districts elect 1 

member
• “Winner-take-all” or “First-past-the-post”
• Does not matter if you win with 50.1% of the vote 

or 75% of the vote

• Multi-member districts – congressional districts elect 
multiple members in proportion to their share of the 
vote

• More efficient reflection of preferences of voters
• Provides a foothold for third parties
• Eliminates gerrymandering



Single-Member vs. Multiple-
Member Districts: Texas

• Results of the 2024 U.S. House elections for Texas:
• Republican votes: 6,235,017
• Democratic votes: 4,311,123

• 2025 Texas Congressional Delegation (Single-
Member Districts)

• Republican seats: 25
• Democratic seats: 13

• 2025 Texas Congressional Delegation (Multiple-
Member Districts)

• Republican seats: 22 (58%)
• Democratic seats: 16 (42%)



Single-Member vs. Multiple-Member Districts: 
California

• Results of the 2024 U.S. House elections for California:
• Democratic votes: 9,138,709
• Republican votes: 5,928,084

• 2025 California Congressional Delegation (Single-Member 
Districts)

• Democratic seats: 43
• Republican seats:    9

• 2025 California Congressional Delegation (Multiple-Member 
Districts)

• Democratic seats: 31 (61%)
• Republican seats:  21 (39%)



Problem: Voters Dislike Their Candidate 
Choices
• Plurality voting can allow candidates 

without majority support to win in ways 
that may not reflect the actual 
preferences of voters

• Vote-splitting
• Spoiler effects
• Encourages negative campaigning

• Combined with a two-party system, voters 
can feel underwhelmed by their candidate 
choices



Potential Fix: Ranked-Choice Voting
• System where voters select their candidates in 

ranked order

• Candidates can win even if they are voters’ second 
or third choice

• Provides an avenue for voters to support third 
parties without “wasting” their vote

• Provides a means for voters to punish negative 
campaigning



How Ranked Choice 
Voting Can Work

• If no candidate receives 50% of the vote, 
candidate with the lowest percentage of the 
vote is dropped and their votes allocated to 
the other candidates. Process continues 
until a candidate receives a majority.



Problem: Primaries Produce Less Desirable 
Candidates for the General Election
• Voter turnout tends to be low in primary 

elections

• Those who turn out in primary elections 
tend to have strong party identification, 
more likely to be at the ideological extremes

• To win elections, candidates must win the 
primary – encourages candidates to appeal 
to ideological extremes

• Exacerbated by safe seat quality of House & 
Senate



Potential Fix: Eliminate Partisan Primaries

• All candidates are listed on ballot, 
regardless of party affiliation

• Top-2 vote getters in open primary 
advance to general election. Allows for:

• Republican vs. Democrat general 
election

• Republican vs. Republican general 
election

• Democrat vs. Democrat general 
election

• States with non-partisan primaries: 
Alaska, Washington, California, 
Louisiana (until 2024 legislation)



Problem: Getting Stuff Done & 
The Senate Filibuster
• Senate rules allow for unlimited debate, resulting in a requirement 

for 2 votes for a bill to be passed without unanimous consent
• A cloture vote, which ends debate and brings a bill to the 

floor for consideration
• A floor vote where senators vote on the merits of a bill

• Senate rules require 60 votes to end debate and bring a bill up for a 
vote

• Allows a minority of senators to stop a bill without a vote on 
the merits of a bill

• Filibuster – “informal term for any attempt to block or delay Senate 
action on a bill or other matter by debating it at length, by offering 
numerous procedural motions, or by any other delaying or 
obstructive actions.”

• Without unanimous consent, 1 senator can trigger a filibuster



Logic for the Filibuster
• Gives the minority a voice in the Senate

• Fits the Senate’s role as the “cooling saucer” of the 
legislative branch

• Madison: "The use of the Senate is to consist in its 
proceeding with more coolness, with more system, and with 
more wisdom, than the popular branch.“

• So, what’s the problem?
• Senate rules have changed over time to lower the costs of a 

filibuster
• Today, a senator only needs to rise and say “I object” when 

movement on legislation is attempted
• This allows legislation to be stopped by a minority at no cost



Potential Fix: Return to the Talking Filibuster
• At the extreme, Senate could return to its original 

rules which cut off debate with a majority vote

• The Senate could keep the 60-vote cloture 
requirement but return to the talking filibuster rules 
that existed until the 1970s

• A senator could only hold the floor by standing and talking 
as long as they could

• Once a cloture vote passed or no one wished to continue 
debate, legislation would be brought to vote

• Benefits of the talking filibuster:
• Deters frivolous filibusters or those with little support
• Increases transparency to the public



Problem: Electoral College & the Popular Vote
• Candidate can win without winning a popular vote majority

• Electoral College tie results in presidential election being 
determined in the House; each state delegation has one 
vote

• Disproportionate state power in Electoral College

• Encourages campaigns to focus on a small number of 
“swing states”

• Red voter-Blue state, Blue voter-Red state problem



Potential Fix?: Tie the Electoral College to the 
Popular Vote
• National Popular Vote 

Interstate Compact – interstate 
agreement where signing states 
agree to award their electoral 
votes to winner of popular vote

• Only comes into effect when 
signing states reach 270 electoral 
votes

• Potential roadblocks:
• Faithless electors
• State citizen response
• Constitutional challenges



Problem: The Imperial 
Presidency
• Idea proposed by historian Arthur Schlesinger (1973) that 

American presidential power had expanded beyond its 
constitutional limits

• Hallmarks:
• Decline of congressional oversight
• Expansion of executive branch authority
• Growth of executive branch foreign policy 

dominance (particularly warmaking)



Why an Imperial 
Presidency?
• Encouraged by the growth of national security needs 

during the Cold War. Further exacerbated by the War on 
Terrorism

• Key contributing forces:
• Partisan polarization – undermines rivalry among 

branches envisioned by framers
• Failure of Congress to legislate
• Public & media centrality of the presidency
• Momentum



Imperial Presidency: 
What’s the Problem?
• Erodes constitutional checks and balances

• Threatens civil liberties
• Emergence of the security state and 

broad scope of presidential emergency 
powers

• Undermines participation and 
accountability in policymaking

• Current day: tariffs 



Madison on Legislative & 
Executive Power
• “[A]ccumulation of all powers, legislative, executive, and 

judiciary in the same hands … may justly be pronounced 
the very definition of tyranny.” (Federalist #47)

• “An elective despotism was not the government we 
fought for; but one in which the powers of government 
should be so divided and balanced among the several 
bodies of magistracy so that no one could transcend their 
legal limits without being effectually checked and 
restrained by the others.” (Federalist #58)



Potential Fix: Restore Separate & Equal

• Increasingly, our system combines the 
worst of both a parliamentary and a 
presidential system

• Increasingly unified parties across government
• Lack of accountability & rapid mechanisms for 

leadership change

• Congress reassert its policy & oversight 
functions

• Renewed idea that members of Congress 
serve constituents, not the president

• Efforts to rein in presidential power –
emergency powers



What Else?

• Money in politics
• Congressional ethics
• Trust in elections
• Information literacy/Civic 

knowledge
• Supreme Court reform



Agreement on Money in Politics


