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The Democrats are up to their eyeballs in alligators these days.  There are dire warnings -- mainly from Obama backers like MoveOn and Chris Mathews -- of a brokered convention, back room deals, and the death of democracy in the Democratic Party.  The two leading candidates each appeal to powerful identity and interest groups, and feed on a sense of aggrieved entitlement, pitting blacks against Hispanics, young v. old, men v. women, and the working class v. the latte crowd. 


The candidates each have strong claims to the Democratic mantle.


Obama says he has won more states and racked up more delegates and raw vote totals, and so it would be “undemocratic” for superdelegates to award the nomination to Clinton even if he has failed to clinch the 2,025 delegates needed for victory.  Obama makes this fairness argument while at the same time trying to block the staging of new primary contests in Florida and Michigan, important swing states that may determine the outcome of the general election on November.  Obama appears ready to poison the well if he does not get the nomination. 

Clinton counters that she has won the big states that will count most in the general election, that Obama wants to change the rules so that “close” gets the cigar, and that the superdelegate system was created to serve as a tie-breaker in just this kind of deadlock.  Yet Clinton wants to seat the Michigan and Florida delegations even though Obama did not even appear on the ballot in Michigan, and neither campaigned in either state.  (Clinton won 870,986 votes in Florida compared to Obama’s 576,214), a difference of 294,772.)  She says she is ready to fight on to the bitter end, even though many Democrats fear that her increasingly negative campaign tactics will do lasting damage.

Many Clinton and Obama voters will stick to their guns no matter what.  There will be blood.  But the majority of Democrats (and many progressives), will gladly support either candidate against McCain, and are looking for a principled way to assess the relative strength of the Democratic primary contenders and award the nomination to the strongest candidate.

According to current AP estimates as of March 5, 2008, after her big wins in Texas and Ohio, Clinton has a total of 1,391 delegates -- a net gain of 115; Obama has 1,477 -- a net gain of 91.  This is a difference of 86 delegates.  But these numbers are not themselves conclusive of anything, except that the primary system is a mess.  Under the “proportional” voting system there is a perverse math at work that, as Clinton correctly claims, penalizes wins in big states that matter, and rewards wins in little states that do not matter.

Caucuses: are Obama’s caucus victories a lot of hot air?

A few liberal commentators, such as Obama-backer Chris Mathews, have been quoting Thomas Jefferson of late on the crucial importance of listening to the will of the people, and not overriding the popular vote.  This means, Mathews says, that superdelegates must vote for Obama even if Obama is just one vote ahead of Clinton in the “earned” delegate count.  This argument assumes that every delegate’s vote is equal,
 and each has been earned fairly.  It has a certain superficial “just desserts” appeal: Listen to the real people, not the party bosses.  Victory should go to the winner of the delegate race, played by the rules.  The popular expression is, “every vote should count.”

 But what if the process is so unfair, and yields such bizarre outcomes, that these assumptions do not hold?  What if some voters – even voters in states that will never vote Democratic in the general election – have 10 times as much voting power as voters in states that will matter?  What would Jefferson say?

For example, consider two states that held Super Tuesday contests on Feb. 5: the Democratic stronghold of New Jersey, with 107 pledged delegates at stake, and tiny conservative Idaho, with 18 delegates up for grabs.  Clinton handily won New Jersey's primary, a large state that will make a difference come November against the Republicans, while Obama won Idaho's caucuses, a small state that is solidly Republican and very very unlikely to go blue.  But because of the rules of proportionality, Clinton netted just 11 more delegates than Obama from her New Jersey victory, while Obama gained 12 more than her by winning Idaho.  A resounding18,880 people voted for Obama in Idaho; only 3,655 voted for Clinton – a “blowout” that gave Obama a plus-twelve delegate triumph in a state that is absolutely meaningless in the general election.

The delegate math: In Idaho’s caucuses, one delegate equals just 1,174 actual voters; in New Jersey, 107 delegates were chosen, with each delegate representing 10,368 actual voters.  This means a caucus voter in Idaho is nine times as influential in determining the Democratic candidate for president of the United States as a New Jersey primary voter.
Obama’s February roll continued as he racked up substantial margins in almost all the caucus contests on Feb. 5 and Feb. 9, again collecting delegates in numbers that belied the relatively small size and/or partisan insignificance of most of the states.  Eight states held caucuses during this period -- Alaska, Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Minnesota, Nebraska, North Dakota and Washington -- and together awarded 305 pledged delegates.  By the Obama team's calculations, the split out of those states is about 209 for Obama and 96 for Clinton -- an advantage of 113 delegates.

Most recently, Clinton won Ohio by a 10-point margin – a major victory in which she rebuilt her strength among women, Catholics and white male working class voters – all whom McCain would appeal to strongly if Clinton was not his opponent.  Yet again, this Clinton victory was eclipsed by Obama’s earlier caucus win in red state Kansas (which went 67%-32% for Bush in 2004).  Similarly, Clinton took Texas by four points – and an approximately 100,000-vote plurality.  Yet she netted only 4 delegates more than Obama in the primary, and it is likely she will net out overall with fewer delegates than Obama in Texas because of Obama’s double digit edge in the ensuing caucus.  Obama is already declaring victory in Texas, which ought to set off the alarm bells for superdelegates. Consider:


The Texas primary vote: 

Clinton:  1,459,814 or 51%; Obama: 1,358,785 or 47%.

Total votes: 2,818,519.

126 delegates awarded.

Vote total per delegate awarded: 22,371 / 1.

The Texas caucus vote:

With 41% reporting: Obama 23,918 / Clinton 18,620.

Total votes: approximately 100,000.

67 delegates awarded.

Vote total per delegate awarded: 1492 / 1.


The math:  Each delegate chosen through the caucus process in Texas is 15 times as influential as a primary voter in determining Texas’ choice.  Is this a fair and representative way to pick the winner in Texas?   Should Obama be bragging that he won Texas, given this grotesque denial of the will of the people, as expressed in the popular vote?

Caucuses are great for party building and recruiting an activist base, but they are not as inclusive or “democratic” as a primary election – my 76-year-old Mom would never miss an election, but she would never attend a political meeting with a bunch of activists and argue all night.  The disproportionate weight given caucus contests – particularly in small red states that do not even bother to hold full primary elections, or as part of Texas’ hybrid two-step process – means that Democrats are at risk of choosing a candidate who does not capture the Democratic base, whose victory margins are attributable to fickle crossover voting, and who may be more likely to get beat November.  The smaller political point: demonstrating you can run a strong caucus campaign does not mean you can run a strong, broad-based general election turnout effort. 

Electoral College scorecard.

The Obama campaign always showcases the number of primaries and caucuses it has won v. Hilary (“two to one”) as though all are equal; however, they are not equal.  A more strategic way of looking at the significance of these victories is in terms of their electoral college votes (“EC”). 

U.S. presidents are elected by 538 Electoral College voters, one per senator and representative from each state, plus three from the District of Columbia. In 38 states, the voters are required by law to vote for the candidate who won the popular voter in their state. A candidate must receive a majority (270) of electoral votes to win the election.  Al Gore proved that a candidate can win the popular vote and lose the election.

The EC values so far:  Clinton: 150, Obama: 118.  

If Clinton is awarded the Florida delegates, where all candidate names appeared on the ballot and she won overwhelmingly, that increases her total EC value to 177.

Swing states – a scorecard.
Obama backers will say that he would easily win the same big Democratic states that Clinton has captured in the primary, and so an EC analysis is misleading.  But there are troubling indications that this may not be so.  Truth be told, no one knows at this point which voting bloc  – Clinton’s or Obama’s – will be more disaffected and stay home, or find an alternative in John McCain.

Another, and more neutral, way to assess the relative strengths of the two candidates in the primary season is to look at how these two are doing in “swing states” that neither party can count on as a lock, but must contest in the general election.  Here is why this matters:

Obama has shown he can bring in large numbers of independent voters, particularly young people, the educational elite, high earners, and even some Republicans in a new coalition for change.  He also can count on a bigger than usual black turnout in the general election. No question that Obama would do better than would Clinton in vying for these groups.  But this relative strength v. Clinton won’t matter in states in which the Democrats do not have a real chance of capturing (the swing states) in November.  For example, Obama’s big victories in the Southern states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, South Carolina and coming Tuesday – Mississippi – are impressive, but are not nearly big enough to take them from the Republicans in November.  And of Obama’s 23 state wins to date, 10 are in red states that Democrats are highly unlikely to win in the general election.

Clinton has shown she can deliver the women’s vote, older voters, Latinos, white male working class voters (except in Wisconsin and Virginia), and a significant number of young people and independents, but not nearly as many as Obama has.  In the last presidential race, the Republicans peeled away close to 40% of the Latinos and many women concerned about national security - two groups that were pivotal in the 2004 general election loss.  Catholics are another group Clinton has so far dominated that Democrats lost in 2004.  The voting dynamics of the primaries so far suggest that John McCain will do much better against Obama, than against Clinton, in vying for Latino and national security moms -- an issue cohort pushed to the forefront by Clinton’s red phone ad, but one that is likely to materialize in a much more hard hitting form in the general election if Obama is the candidate.  But similarly, a high capture rate in these groups just won’t matter unless it comes in the crucial swing states.

2004 swing states:

Here is a map of the 2004 swing states, in green.  (This map will undoubtedly look different in 2008, but this is the most reliable roadmap prior to any solid polling in the actual general election matchup.)
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As we know all too well, Bush trounced the Democrats in most of these contests. The biggest and most important swing states in the 2004 election were Florida, Michigan, Ohio and Pennsylvania.  John Kerry took Michigan and Pennsylvania, but lost both Ohio and Florida.  This proved fatal.  Various other (but much more difficult) combinations of these swing states could have delivered victory to Kerry in the general election.  Among these smaller swing states are Arkansas, Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota (+K), Missouri, Nevada, New Hampshire (+K), New Mexico, Oregon (+K), Tennessee, and Virginia.  Here are the results of the 2004 general election, with the respective electoral college (“EC”) numbers for each state:
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McCain match-ups in key swing states.

In the next few months, the superdelegates will be inundated by polls of hypothetical general election matchups between Obama/Clinton v. McCain.  For example, a new ABC Washington Post poll shows either Obama or Clinton beating McCain, with Obama doing slightly better.  A new Newsweek poll shows Clinton doing marginally better against McCain than does Obama.  

These polls are at best very primitive thermometers to take the national temperature, but the numbers are not very useful for diagnosing particular geographic ailments.  Al Gore won the popular vote, but was edged out (maybe) in the key swing state of Florida.  The same holds true for polling.  A slightly better test of relative strength v. McCain is found in matchups in the key swing states, where the outcomes will tip the EC vote one way or the other.  In mid-February polling, Clinton does marginally better than Obama v. McCain in three of the key swing states that largely decided the last election:  Florida, Ohio and Pennsylvania.

Florida: McCain 44 percent - Clinton 42 percent; McCain 41 percent - Obama 39 percent;

Ohio: McCain 44 percent - Clinton 43 percent; McCain 42 percent - Obama 40 percent

Pennsylvania: Clinton 46 percent - McCain 40 percent; Obama 42 percent - McCain 41 percent.

Obama has shown greater strength than Clinton v. McCain in other smaller swing states – including Missouri and Wisconsin -- but it is too early to project how either would do in an actual election.  No one knows which issues will dominate this fall, or whether the Democrats will self-destruct.

Here is a primary and caucus scorecard for Obama and Clinton so far, focusing on the swing states of 2004.  The number following each state shows the number of electoral college votes up for grabs in each state.


Obama swing state wins:


Obama has done well in several smaller and mid-sized swing states, but has not yet demonstrated he can win a big one.  


Missouri (toss up with Clinton) - 11


Minnesota (caucus) - 10


Colorado (caucus) -  9


Iowa (caucus) - 7


Virginia - 13


Wisconsin – 9


Total: 59 EC votes


Obama’s Virginia and Wisconsin wins were the most impressive of his swing state victories because he showed strength among lunch-bucket white male Democrats, and women, Clinton’s core strength.  Remaining Obama wins:


Five of Obama’s victories came in solid blue states, including one large state: Illinois, plus Connecticutt, Washington, Maryland and Delaware.  Of the 11 hardcore Republican states that have held primaries or caucuses in which John Kerry lost by 15 points or more, Obama has won 10: Utah, Idaho, Nebraska, North Dakota, Alabama, Alaska, Kansas, South Carolina, Georgia and Louisiana.  Obama took a net advantage of 109 delegates over Clinton through these wins.  Here are the numbers from 2004:

Alaska: 61% / 36%

Alabama: 63% / 37%

Georgia: 58% / 41%

Idaho: 69% / 30%

Kansas: 62% / 37%

Nebraska: 66% / 33%

North Dakota: 63% / 36%

South Carolina: 58% / 41%

Utah: 72% / 26%

Of the upcoming contests Obama is now favored to win, Wyoming (3), Montana (3) Mississippi (6) and South Dakota (3), none are battleground states come November.  These are all fiercely red states.  (They went for Bush as follows: Wyoming: 69% / 29%; Montana: 59% / 39% Mississippi: 60% / 40%; South Dakota: 69% / 29%.)

Toss-up North Carolina (15) is also a red state (56% / 44%) but Democrats have a long shot chance there his November.

Clinton swing state wins:

Nevada - 5


New Mexico (toss up with Obama) - 5


Arkansas - 4


Tennessee - 11


New Hampshire – 4


Ohio – 20



Total: 49 EC votes.

Clinton’s strength among Latinos and Hispanic voters is most important in swing states Florida, New Mexico, and Nevada.


Five of Clinton’s victories came in solid blue states, including four of the six largest and most important (California, New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts).


One of Clinton’s victories came in a red state highly unlikely to flip:  Oklahoma (66% / 34%), one big state unlikely to flip: Texas (61% / 38% Bush) and another in which Democrats, led by an energized Hispanic vote, has a shot, Arizona (55% / 44%).


The re-do states:


Florida* – 27 (both on ballot, no campaigning; no delegates awarded)


Michigan* – 17 (Obama not on ballot, no campaigning; no delegates awarded)
Many Obama and Clinton backers will object to new primaries in Florida and Michigan.  They will charge this is “changing the rules” after the game has been mostly played. Nobody is changing the rules.  Both Obama and Clinton obeyed the rules by not campaigning in either state after these states were penalized for moving up their primaries. And the contests that took place were not recognized as official Democratic Party primaries.  It is as if they did not take place.

Scheduling Florida and Michigan now does not change the rules, it follows the rules. And it is profoundly fairer to both campaigns than the alternatives.  How can Obama argue he is entitled to be awarded a victory because he is ahead (but has not clinched) in the committed delegate count, while refusing to count the vote in the two most important swing states? 

How can Clinton make her case to superdelegates that she is the stronger candidate in the big important states, without demonstrating she can beat Obama in actual contested primaries in these states?


Bottom line:

Neither Obama nor Clinton has demonstrated dominance in the critical swing state contests so far.  Neither Obama nor Clinton has the upper hand in the “fairness” fight, due to the inherently disproportionate delegate selection process.  And neither Obama nor Clinton will have enough pledged delegates to clinch a victory absent the deus ex machina intervention of the superdelegates.  But this does not mean that party leaders must therefore throw the contest to whoever happens to be ahead -- but who has failed to cross the finish line – in this deeply flawed process.

Superdelegates are party leaders.  They have a special duty to look out for the interests of the party overall, and not anoint whoever wins their district.  They must do the math that matters. How many Idahos (4 EC votes; 69% / 30% Bush) does it take to equal an Ohio (20 EC votes; 51% / 49% Bush)?  Shouldn’t we find out who is stronger in the states that will determine the victor in the general election?

There is a better way than abdication to the vagaries of a messed up selection process.  The remaining 448 uncommitted superdelegates (NYT count) should avoid throwing this primary to either candidate until all votes are counted from the states that will truly matter to a Democratic general election victory.  This means staging new primaries in the big swing states of Michigan (17 EC) and Florida (27 EC), whoever pays for tit, and resolution of the remaining swing state contests:

Pennsylvania- 21 EC

Indiana – 11 EC

Kentucky – 8 EC

Oregon – 7 EC

West Virginia – 5 EC

Total (with Fl and MI): 96 EC votes
This is a big pot of electoral college votes – and along with the solid blue states, enough to win the general election.  The winner of these swing state contests will have demonstrated the strength and political skill needed to beat John McCain in November.  I believe the fairest and most meaningful test for Obama and Clinton will be this:  who can deliver wins in these key contests?  

The best way to prove you are a winner is to win when and where it counts.
� 	Except of course for the votes of “superdelegates.”
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