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We have more than 7,000 state legislators in the United States today. The great majority of them 

are elected in single-winner districts, where each legislator represents a group of people that no 

one else represents in that legislative chamber. 

But that’s not true in Maryland, where I and most other Maryland voters have three 

representatives in the House of Delegates, and it didn’t always used to be that way nationally. As 

recently as the 1950’s, more than half of state representatives shared constituents with other 

representatives in multi-winner districts, at a time when voters in several states had more than 

one U.S. House Member as well. 

One of those states with multi-winner state legislative districts was Illinois. Every voter had three 

representatives in the Illinois House of Representatives. But unlike other multi-winner state 

legislative districts elsewhere Illinois did not have a winner-take-all rule. That is, 51% of voters 

were not able to control 100% of representation in the way that they can today in my three-seat 

district in Maryland. Instead, if more than a quarter of like-minded voters wanted a certain kind 

of representation, they had the voting power to win one of the three seats. A 51% majority would 

have the power to elect two of three seats, but not all three of them.  

This “fair representation voting rule” was based on providing voters with cumulative voting 

rights. As done in many corporate board elections and in more than 50 local elections in the 

United States, voters were not limited to casting one vote per candidate. With three votes, those 



Illinois voters had more options. If they voted for three candidates, those three candidates each 

received one vote. If they voted for only one candidate, that candidate received all three of a 

voter’s votes. If they voted for two candidates, those two candidates each received one and a half 

votes. Voters also has the option to give two votes to one candidate and one to a third. 

Illinois provided voters with cumulative voting rights from 1870 to 1980 for elections to members 

of the Illinois House of Representatives until a constitutional amendment nicknamed the  

“Cutback Amendment”  passed the house by a  th i rd and converted to winner-take-

all voting in one-seat districts. The debate on the amendment focused primarily on the “cutback” 

provision in reducing the number of house members from 180 to 120. 

Backers of the amendment argued that there would be more accountability in single-winner 

districts. But the reality is quite different. Since 1982, the first year that single-winner districts 

were used, the speaker of the house for all but two of them has been the same person: Illinois 

Democratic Party chair Mike Madigan, who rules with an iron grip. Within individual districts, 

very few are competitive, and the power of gerrymandering has soared with a winner-take-all 

rule. 

In 2000-2001, a task force of leading Illinois political and civic leaders, co-chaired by former 

governor Jim Edgar, a Republican, and former Congressman and federal Judge Abner Mikva, a 

Democrat, examined the effects of the move away from cumulative voting to single winner 

districts. The task force called f o r  giving cumulative voting rights back to voters. Based on 

Illinois’ electoral history, members concluded that, as directly quoted in the report, cumulative 

voting: 

• “Offers greater choice for voters in primary and general elections.” 

 

• “Provides prospective candidates easier access to the electoral system.” 



• “Provides greater representation for the minority political party in districts 

dominated by the other party.” 

 

• “Provides individual legislators greater independence from legislative leaders.” 

 

• “Generates richer deliberations and statewide consensus among all legislators since 

both parties would be represented in all parts of the state.” 

 

FairVote in 1998 commissioned Daniel Johnson to interview Illinois political leaders about 

cumulative voting. The interviews demonstrated strong all-partisan support for cumulative 

voting, including both the senate majority and minority leaders at that time. They suggested that 

the relatively minor modification of winner-take-all rules – one that lowered what it took to win 

in an area from more than half the votes to more than a quarter -- had a profound impact on the 

state's politics. Perhaps most significantly, nearly every district had two-party representation, 

the positive implications of which are mentioned repeatedly in our interviews. Following are a 

few instructive excerpts: 

  

 John Porter: John Porter at the time of the interviews was a Republican Member of 

Congress from Illinois. He had been elected by cumulative voting to the Illinois state 

legislature in the 1970s. He said:  

 

“I thought it led to a much more independent and cooperative body that was not divided 

along party lines and run by a few leaders on each side and it allowed individual 

legislators to pursue the ideas that they had for improving government apart from party 

considerations and to work with members on both sides of the aisle in I think a very 

collegial atmosphere.  

 

“I'm told today that things are so divided and so partisan in Springfield that the so-called 

reform has been a disaster in terms of the kind of government that was envisioned by 

our founders in America which obviously is a government that seeks to find where the 

American people are and find the compromises that are required to be made between 

different viewpoints and find the middle and therefore to govern where the people are 

rather than where one party is or the other. 

 

“By its nature the system encouraged moderate viewpoints to be brought to bear. We are 

as a matter of fact looking to see whether a system like this ought to be and could be a 

part of our national legislature because I think it worked so well in Illinois. “ 



 

 Emil Jones: Then-Senate Minority Leader Emil Jones is an African American 

Democrat from the South Side of Chicago who was first elected by cumulative voting. 

Senator Jones said:  

 

“[Since the repeal of cumulative voting] it's gotten more regional. Chicago has been cut 

off regionally. There are some swing districts that can go either way, but Chicago has 

gotten isolated because it's so heavily Democratic.... I know many critical issues where 

cumulative voting was a great help, because you always had that other voice. You had 

that person who would stand up and do what they felt was right to do. And they had 

enough support in their district to keep winning even though that support was minority 

support.... 

 

“You always have that minority view out there, one that does not support the view of the 

majority. Cumulative voting took care of that. In a winner-take-all election there is no 

one there to also express the minority view. So in the legislature I thought it was very 

intriguing. It was a very good concept to ensure that the views of the minority are 

respected. Otherwise you end up in a government where you have sheer tyranny to a 

certain degree, where the majority will run roughshod over the minority. Cumulative 

voting prevented that from happening.” 

 

 Dawn Clark Netsch: A former Illinois state senator and state comptroller, the late 

Dawn Clark Netsch was the Democratic nominee for governor of Illinois in 1994. She 

said:  

 

“[As a state senator] I had a chance to see how the House operated. I came to realize that 

in those days there was such a marked difference between the house and the senate. The 

house had lots more free-wheeling, innovative people, and ours was just like a prison 

practically. I came to realize how much cumulative voting and multi-member districts 

were responsible for that difference.  

 

“Some of the best legislators were Democrats from the suburban area who would never 

have been elected in single-member districts and some of the best legislators on the 

Republican side were legislators from Chicago districts who would never have been 

elected under single-member districts.  

 

“I realized how important it was that when the Republicans went into their caucus in the 

House, there were a couple of people who were from Chicago. That was very important. 

I think by the same token it was important to have suburbanites -- very strong voices, 

good progressive Democrats -- in the Democratic caucus who could say "Hey wait a 

minute, you guys from Chicago, you don't own the whole world, people are going to the 

suburbs and here's something you ought to be taking into account."  

 

 Jeff Ladd: Jeff Ladd served as a delegate to the 1970 constitutional convention. He was 

later the chairman of Metra, the commuter rail authority for suburban Chicago, and 

chaired a commission looking into state legislative redistricting. He said:  



“Cumulative voting offered an opportunity for a lot of people to get involved in politics 

who today can't because of how things are set up. If you could show community support 

through the kinds of activities that you were involved in -- whether charitable or 

something else -- and thought there was a good chance to get a quarter of the votes plus 

one, you could get elected. The party bosses couldn't stop you.  

 

“It resulted in a much less partisan legislative body, one that was much more open to 

dealing with members on the other side based on the strength of ideas rather than the 

party relationship. I think that's absent today. Almost everything is a partisan vote and 

very uncivil.” 

 

  Arthur Berman: Former state senator Arthur Berman, a white Democrat, was first 

elected to the Illinois House. He said:  

 

“Cumulative voting brought legislators with a different point of view. They added 

something to the debate and added something to the discussions that I thought was very 

helpful. True democratic, with a small "d" process, because you had different points of 

view from the same areas of the state... 

 

“It diminished the role that we see being played today by legislative leaders. Today you 

see the very, very powerful role that the legislative leaders play in raising money and 

diverting that money to candidates that they want to support. Back under cumulative 

voting, the power of the leadership wasn't what it is today because candidates for the 

House only needed one-quarter of the vote. They could concentrate on the people they 

wanted to have vote for them, and they didn't have to go and get Big Money from the 

leadership. They could do it primarily through their own resources.  

 

These comments help explain why cumulative voting has drawn support from across the 

spectrum. As an example, backers in Illinois not only have included the bipartisan Mikva-Edgar 

commission, but the Chicago Tribune, the Republicans’ 2010 gubernatorial nominee Bill 

Brady and President Barack Obama, who in 2002 was lead sponsor of legislation to hold a 

statewide referendum to bring back cumulative voting.  

 

What these advocates recognize that for a two-party system to work in the United States with its 

system of checks and balances, the parties should be “big tents." Winner-take-all elections leave 

whole swathes of the electorate without strong representation—be it Catholics who are both 

pro-life and pro-labor, union members opposed to gun control, or reform-minded independents. 



In Illinois, districts typically had three representatives from distinct parts of the political 

spectrum: two representing liberal and moderate wings of the majority party and one from that 

area's minority party. Political minorities in office included Chicago Republicans concerned 

with urban issues and independent reformers like Harold Washington who were willing to take 

on local machines. In 1995, the Chicago Tribune editorialized in support of cumulative voting's 

return, writing that "it produced some of the best and brightest in Illinois politics." 

 

Furthermore, contrary to their reputation, single-winner districts don't represent geographic 

interests very well. Across the nation, for example, Republicans represent most rural districts, 

while Democrats represent nearly all urban districts. When only one side represents a region, 

policy for that area is subject to the whims of the majority party in each state and in the US 

House. Cities can suffer under Republicans who don’t rely on urban voters, but also can suffer 

under Democrats too quick to accept the local status quo. Setting environmental policy in the 

Rockies is far more problematic when those open to change are shut out of representation.  

 

Illinois' legislature today suffers from regional divides, but it was different with cumulative 

voting. Going to winner-take-all undercut bipartisan support for key policies and greatly 

exacerbated urban/suburban fractures. Abner Mikva observed that cumulative voting "helped us 

synthesize some of our differences, made us realize that even though we were different from the 

downstaters, different from the suburbanites, we had a lot in common that held us together as a 

single state." 

 



Cumulative voting also resulted in much better representation of African-American and women 

candidates over the course of the century than was provided by the winner-take-all rule in state 

senate elections. The system encouraged more grassroots campaigns where money was less of a 

factor, and more independent candidacies that could buck the local machine because only 25 

percent of the vote was needed to win a seat. With its use in primaries, it reduced the problems 

of inequities in campaign finance and instead gave important new opportunities to lesser-funded 

candidates with strong support among constituency groups that can turn out voters without a lot 

of cash. 

 

This result is particularly important given that the Congress remains overwhelmingly male and 

disproportionately white and representation of women in state legislatures has hardly budgeted 

in two decades. Systems like cumulative voting are particularly promising as an alternative 

means to enforce the Voting Rights Act. Combining adjoining districts into bigger districts with 

three to five representatives elected by cumulative voting would almost certainly increase the 

number of African Americans with strong black support to the US House in states such as 

Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana. This 

would also avoid the costly and divisive legal challenges that have kept some states' 

redistricting plans in court for most of the last decade - -and I would argue reduce polarization. 

 

                Lessons for Polarization: Decline of Crossover Members & Crossover Voting  

Here are a few statistics that show the modern relevance of Illinois’ lessons from cumulative 

voting and the positive result of lowering what it takes to win and, as a result, more accurately 



representing the left, center and right of every district and institutionalizing shared representation 

across party lines in nearly every district. 

 Fewer crossover US House Members representing districts leaning toward other 

major party:  

o Number of Crossover Representatives in 1993: 113 

 88 Democrats in Republican districts 

 25 Republicans in Democratic districts 

o Number of Crossover Representatives in 2013: 26  

 16 Democrats in Republican districts 

 10 Republicans in Democratic districts 

o Number of Crossover Representatives in 2015: 18 

 

 Less Moderation: 

o Percentage of Moderates* in the US House in 1993: 24% 

o Percentage of Moderates in the US House in 2011: 4% 

*Moderate defined as between 0.25 to -0.25 NOMINATE score  

 

 Increased Polarization: 

o Distance between Republican & Democrat NOMINATE* score in 1993: 0.740 

o Distance between Republican & Democrat NOMINATE score in 2011: 1.069 

* NOMINATE ideological ranking of -1 is most liberal and +1 is most conservative 

 

The bottom line is that the overwhelming majority of voters have decided whether they support 

Republicans or Democrats when offered a choice between the two, and that basic preference 

now extends across nearly all partisan elections unless that seat is an executive office where 

more voters seem ready to vote for a change of leadership. Results are so governed by 

underlying partisanship that we now see entire state legislative chambers – including the state 

senates in Georgia, North Carolina, Texas and Virginia – without even one “crossover” 

representative who won in a district where his or her party’s presidential nominee in 2012 did 

not equal or surpass his national average. To be clear, that fact means that outcomes in these 

state legislative elections in 2013 and 2014 could have been entirely predicted by results in the 

presidential election in 2012. 

 



One clear implication is that you barely can effect general election competition with changes 

only in redistricting. You can’t force voters to elect a nominee of a district’s minority party, and 

once a majority party representative settles in, they not only have their district advantage, but 

traditional incumbent advantages. That’s why FairVote could so easily project winners in six of 

seven congressional districts in November 2014 for the House elections to take place more than 

two years later, in November 2016. 

 

If we were to adopt a fair representation voting plan like Illinois’ cumulative voting system for 

U.S. House races, as Congress indeed can do by statute, and draw multi-winner congressional 

districts with three, four or five representatives, then it becomes very easy to put every single 

voter in the country into a district where there will end up being represented by Members of 

both major parties and a new diversity of differences reflecting parties’ “big tents.” That means 

nearly every Member would have a colleague from another major party representing the same 

group of people and have different reasons to work together. It means that every corner of the 

nation would have a Member with the House majority as well as the minority. You would have 

a system of which James Madison would be proud, with different opportunities to force 

legislative compromises across party lines. 

 

FairVote has created and posted such a plan at FairVotng.us. It’s remarkable to see the 

difference. Whole states today have homogenous representation - -including Massachusetts in 

every US House race since 1994 and all House seats in the adjoining states of Arkansas, 

Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, the Dakotas, Montana, Wyoming and Idaho. We’ve projected 

winners in 126 of 127 House seats in the central area of the South – and would still project 



winners in 124 of those seats even if every single one were open and was elected with public 

financing. 

 

The one change FairVote would make from the Illinois model is to adopt ranked choice voting 

rather than cumulative voting. A downside of cumulative voting was based on the fact that 

parties could “over-nominate,” split their general election vote among three candidates, and win 

fewer seats than their vote deserved. Ranked choice voting removes any incentive to suppress 

candidates, avoids turning third parties and independents into “spoilers,” and creates incentive 

for candidates to reach out to more voters with the hope  of earning as second or third  choice 

ranking. 

 

People often think of “proportional representation as something European nations do, with party-

based systems. Illinois shows us another way: candidate-based methods that, once understood, 

are as American as apple pie, living up to our ideals that government should be, in the words of 

one famous former president from Illinois, “of the people, by the people and for the people.” 

i Rob Richie is executive director of FairVote. He expresses his thanks to former staffers Jack Santucci (a PhD. 
Candidate at Georgetown) and Illinois attorney Dan Johnson. 

                                                           


