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The Centrality of Party System Reform
Proportional Representation & Fusion

If the fundamental role of government is the solving of public problems and the advancement of a
broadly supported vision of the common good, then governance in America is failing. And more or less
everyone knows it.

The structural problems in our democracy are not exactly secrets. The power of big money.
Presidentialism and bicameralism. The malapportionment of the US Senate. The Electoral College.
Single-member districts and the gerrymandering that such districts make possible. A Constitution
uniquely difficult to amend. A Supreme Court with unbridled jurisdiction.

But to our way of thinking, the core structural problem of democracy in America can be found in the
peculiarities and distortions of our political party system. And that’s because, as the famous phrase has
it, “modern democracy is unthinkable except in terms of political parties.” If you get the party system
wrong, it's hard to get anything else right. It’s like driving a car with a really crappy engine.

Nearly three-fourths of American voters tell polisters that our nation’s political engine is not working. No
doubt they see and feel the downward spiral often described as the “two-party doom loop.” The
Supreme Court’s recent Voting Rights Act ruling has only also accelerated that doom loop, incentivizing
the “maximum” gerrymandering that is the polar opposite of what is needed for a pluralist, multi-racial
democracy.

Both major parties are unpopular and the desire for more options is consistently high. Citizens are
registering as “unaffiliated” in record numbers. But the notion that we should weaken or even replace
parties with a system of independent or celebrity candidates who win on name recognition alone isn't a
viable choice. Voters need parties to know who stands for what.

Political parties in one form or another are inevitable and desirable. The choice is whether the electoral
system does a good job of translating votes into seats (and power) in proportion to the voting public’s
party preferences. Ours is uniquely terrible in this regard, but luckily the way to fix it is also not a
mystery. Two main reforms are needed, and serendipitously, they work well together.



Proportional Representation for Legislatures

Single-member districts can only represent one view per district. Results are disproportional,
gerrymandering runs rampant, and many voters are locked out of having effective representation at all.
Under proportional representation (PR) for multi-member districts, a party that wins, say, 25% percent
of the vote in a state would win roughly 25% of the seats in the legislature. Urban conservatives, rural
progressives, and disaffected moderates nearly everywhere can finally get someone who represents
them. Forming a new party stops being a guaranteed dead end. This reform is perfectly suited for both
state legislatures and the US House, where it can be adopted by statute, no constitutional amendment
needed.

Fusion Voting for Single-Winner Races

Fusion lets more than one party nominate the same candidate, with each party’s votes counted on its
own line and added together to determine the final tally. It allows minor parties to get out of the “wasted”
vote or “spoiler” boxes that make minor parties either irrelevant or counterproductive. Instead, fusion
allows new parties to test themselves in the political marketplace. In any race for which there is by
definition only one winner — President, Governor, Mayor, US Senator — fusion injects proportionality into
the outcome. It makes factions visible. A candidate who gets 10% of their vote from a new party will pay
appropriate attention to that new party’s views, which will strengthen the legitimacy of the governing
coalition itself.

Fusion was common throughout the 19th century as abolitionists, suffragists, populists, and
prohibitionists each built meaningful and constructive new parties. It remains legal in a few states today
and can be revived and re-legalized in others by statute or by court rulings that fusion bans violate the
freedoms of association and speech.

Why Pair PR and Fusion Together
Each reform fixes what the other can't.

PR does not affect single-winner races, where new parties remain entirely stuck in the spoiler and
wasted vote traps. With fusion, new parties can effectively participate in the most visible races, injecting
new ideas and new energy into civic life and debate.

Fusion does not eliminate the gerrymandering of single-member districts for legislative races. With PR,
it's possible to ensure meaningful representation for racial and ethnic minorities despite the Supreme
Court’s hostility to such.

Taken together, these two reforms will produce the genuine multi-party system that we so clearly need.
Together, they give a serious third or fourth party a way to put themselves before the voters, and to do
so at every level of the ballot: new parties can win legislative seats outright via PR, inject
proportionality into single-winner races through fusion nominations, and in doing both build the visible
popular support that translates into sustained influence in policy-making. If we are serious about
wanting a government that is seen as both responsive and legitimate, then we have no better option
than moving towards a positive sum, multi-party, winner-takes-its-fair-share system.
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