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The Murky Past and Contested 
Future of the Electoral College

This talk will examine the roots of the American system 
for electing its president and explore the possibility—as 
well as the feasibility—of changing the existing system. 
The origins of the Electoral College lay in a series of 
tumultuous conflicts at the Constitutional Convention 
of 1787. At stake was not only what the presidency 
should entail but how the new chief executive should 
be elected. Memories of George III’s abuses of power 
haunted delegates. Fears of mob rule competed with 
anxieties over lodging too much power in the hands of 
a single individual. Representatives jealously guarded 

their own states’ prerogatives. The solution—the 
Electoral College—was a jerry-built compromise that 
satisfied no one completely. 

Almost as soon as it went into operation, the flaws and 
defects of the Electoral College became evident. The 
emergence of a two-party political system intensified its 
structural weaknesses. Yet the system has endured. The 
question facing Americans today is: What can be done 
to remedy the inadequacies of the Electoral College?
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