
Opponents of Early Voting Seize on
Comey’s Letter to Make Their Case

Sixteen million voters had cast ballots before FBI revelations.
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L ast Fri​day, FBI dir​ect​or James Comey threw a wrench in​to a

cam​paign that fi​nally seemed poised for a some​what con​ven​-
tion​al out​come. In send​ing a let​ter to con​gres​sion​al Re​pub​lic​ans an​-
noun​cing the dis​cov​ery of new emails po​ten​tially re​lated to the in​vest​ig​a​-
tion in​to Hil​lary Clin​ton’s private serv​er, Comey en​deared him​self to

con​ser​vat​ives who had pre​vi​ously labeled him the face of a cor​rupt FBI

in​tent on hand​ing the elec​tion to Clin​ton.

But mil​lions of voters who were left try​ing to make sense of the news

found them​selves in a quandary: They’d already cast their bal​lots. Ac​-
cord​ing to the United States Elec​tions Pro​ject, more than 16 mil​lion
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Amer​ic​ans na​tion​wide had voted be​fore Comey’s vague cor​res​pond​ence

be​came pub​lic.

In a small minor​ity of states, in​clud​ing Pennsylvania, Wis​con​sin, and

Michigan—battle​ground states lean​ing to​wards Clin​ton—those who

voted early by ab​sent​ee bal​lot can change their votes up un​til their re​-
spect​ive state’s dead​line, a point Don​ald Trump made at a rally this

week.

“This is a mes​sage for any Demo​crat​ic voter who have [sic] already cast

their bal​lots for Hil​lary Clin​ton and who are hav​ing a bad case of buy​er’s

re​morse,” Trump said at a rally Monday night. “You can change your

vote to Don​ald Trump.”

Trump’s phras​ing about “buy​er’s re​morse” is as good a way as any to il​-
lus​trate the con​cerns of some state law​makers who are look​ing to

shorten early-vot​ing peri​ods—and are seiz​ing on the re​cent “Oc​to​ber

sur​prise” to help them make their case.

“This is something that’s ex​actly the reas​on why I urge cau​tion in early

vot​ing,” said Wes Reth​er​ford, a Re​pub​lic​an in the Ohio House of Rep​res​-
ent​at​ives who in 2013 co​sponsored a law elim​in​at​ing six days of early

vot​ing, Ohio’s so-called “golden week.”

“You don’t want to be stuck in this situ​ation where all of a sud​den you

de​cide you want to change your vote,” Reth​er​ford said.

The num​ber of days of early vot​ing, as well as the num​ber of voters who

cast their bal​lots pri​or to Elec​tion Day, have both shot up in re​cent years.

In total, 34 states plus the Dis​trict of Columbia have some form of no-ex​-
cuse early vot​ing, mean​ing voters aren’t re​quired to give a reas​on for

miss​ing Elec​tion Day. States may be​gin of​fer​ing early vot​ing up to 45

days be​fore the elec​tion, with an av​er​age start time across the states of

22 days be​fore the elec​tion.

In 2012, ap​prox​im​ately 32 per​cent of voters took ad​vant​age of these laws

and cast their bal​lots early.

Mi​chael Mc​Don​ald, an as​so​ci​ate pro​fess​or at the Uni​versity of Flor​ida

who runs the United States Elec​tions Pro​ject, pro​jec​ted that it would be

34 per​cent this year, but now says that could have been an un​der​es​tim​a​-
tion. “[Vote totals] are up in many places around the coun​try; in some

places we’re up a lot … over 2012,” Mc​Don​ald said.

This in​crease con​cerns people who be​lieve that voters should wait in an

ef​fort to make the most in​formed de​cision pos​sible. Mul​tiple le​gis​lat​ors

told Na​tion​al Journ​al they feel this trend ought to be re​versed, singling
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out the rev​el​at​ory nature of Comey’s let​ter as the clearest proof that bal​-
lots are be​ing cast without the full scope of avail​able in​form​a​tion.

“It cre​ates a real prob​lem when you have elec​tion bomb​shells weekly,”

said Bill Seitz, an Ohio Re​pub​lic​an state sen​at​or who co​sponsored the

2013 bill along with Reth​er​ford. “People ought to wait un​til all of the

evid​ence is out and all of the stor​ies have been told.”

An​oth​er Re​pub​lic​an le​gis​lat​or, North Car​o​lina state Rep. Paul Stam Jr.,

said that people who vote early are run​ning the risk of be​ing less in​-
formed than their coun​ter​parts who wait un​til Elec​tion Day.

But do these con​cerns hold wa​ter? Not so much, ac​cord​ing to early-vot​-
ing ex​perts.

“Past re​search … shows no evid​ence that early voters re​gret their choice,”

said Paul Gronke, dir​ect​or of the Early Vot​ing In​form​a​tion Cen​ter and

coau​thor of a 2008 study en​titled “The Psy​cho​lo​gic​al and In​sti​tu​tion​al

De​term​in​ants of Early Vot​ing.”

“Early voters are de​cided voters,” Gronke said.

Those who vote early are “very un​likely” to be swayed by any late-break​-
ing news, he said, adding that those voters “who are on the fence are not

go​ing to have cast an early bal​lot.”

In fact, Mc​Don​ald be​lieves that early vot​ing ac​tu​ally pro​tects the elect​or​-
ate from mis​in​form​a​tion and de​cisions based on gut re​ac​tions as op​-
posed to facts. He ar​gues that early vot​ing forces can​did​ates and parties

to in​tro​duce in​form​a​tion long ahead of the elec​tion, which then gives

cam​paigns ample time to re​spond and journ​al​ists time to in​vest​ig​ate and

as​sess the mer​its of the in​form​a​tion.

Mc​Don​ald used Comey’s let​ter as an ex​ample, con​tend​ing that if it were

re​leased the day be​fore the elec​tion, it would have an out​sized re​ac​tion,

send​ing un​de​cided voters in​to a pos​sibly un​war​ran​ted pan​ic.

“A lot of people made wild guesses as to what the in​form​a​tion ac​tu​ally

tells us,” Mc​Don​ald said. “Now people are able to make some more sober

as​sess​ments.”

Battles over early vot​ing are likely to rage on fol​low​ing the elec​tion,

where they will play out in state le​gis​latures and court​houses around the

coun​try, though Mc​Don​ald warns against tak​ing any les​sons from the

2016 race.

“It’s a very strange elec​tion,” he said.
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