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xiii

On January 6, 2021, supporters of defeated president Donald Trump, believing his 
lie that he had won the 2020 election, attacked the U.S. Capitol as lawmakers 
sought to certify the election results. The insurrectionists broke into the building, 
bringing a Confederate flag and a variety of weapons, and called for the death of 
top leaders, including Vice President Mike Pence. As the insurrectionists surged into 
the building, police officers fought them in hand-to-hand combat. Several people 
died as a result of the events of that day. It was the first time the Capitol had been 
invaded since the War of 1812 against the British. 

The refusal of a sitting president who had lost his bid for reelection to concede 
to his rival marked a low point for American democracy. Trump, a Republican, 
urged his supporters to march to the Capitol that day and continued to insist falsely 
that he had won the election in the months following the attack. He and his aides 
filed numerous lawsuits challenging aspects of the election results and called for 
investigations into the results in states his rival, Democrat Joseph R. Biden, had nar-
rowly won. In doing so, Trump undermined trust in the entire U.S. election system. 
A year after the attack on the Capitol, most Republicans questioned whether Biden, 
who had defeated Trump, was the legitimate president of the United States.

The attack, and the rhetoric surrounding it, demonstrates the seismic shifts in 
U.S. elections since the last edition of Elections A to Z was published in 2012. The 
past decade has been tumultuous. It began with the reelection of the country’s first 
Black president, Barack Obama, in 2012. Obama, a Democrat, faced ongoing politi-
cal partisanship as the House, and after 2014, the Senate, were controlled by 
Republicans. When Trump jumped into the 2016 GOP presidential nomination 
contest, few believed the wealthy businessman and TV personality could win the 
nomination, much less the presidency; he espoused a nationalistic form of populism 
that initially repelled many establishment Republicans. But his tone appealed to 
many other Republicans who felt ignored by the traditional GOP, and he swept to 
victory in 2016, upsetting Democrat Hillary Clinton, who most political prognosti-
cators thought would become the first woman president.

Introduction
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xiv Introduction 

Trump’s presidency led to further partisanship, as he viciously attacked Demo-
crats as well as Republicans who had crossed him. He railed against immigration 
and winked and nodded at white supremacists. He was impeached twice, first for 
actions related to his efforts to get the country of Ukraine to investigate Biden, his 
political rival, and second for his role in the January 6 insurgency. 

In the 2018 midterms, Democrats were able to win control of the House. In 2020, 
Trump lost the election, and Republicans lost control of the Senate, giving Democrats 
razor-thin margins in both houses of Congress. Turnout in recent elections, particu-
larly in 2020, was high, demonstrating that people felt their vote was important.

Elections in the United States were also affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which began in early 2020 and had a major impact on how elections were con-
ducted that year. Because many people feared gathering in crowded polling places, 
the use of mail-in ballots or early voting became more prevalent. 

This new edition of Elections A to Z features a number of new entries. Some of 
them focus on the important contributions of candidates and voters of color. Others 
look in greater depth at how the Supreme Court has affected elections. And still 
others address the issues that have emerged in the past decade, such as the impact 
of social media and misinformation campaigns on elections in this country.

The original edition of Elections A to Z was planned and in large part written by 
John L. Moore. Subsequent editions were updated by many CQ reporters and editors, 
including Bob Benenson and Dave Tarr, and most recently by Deborah Kalb, a former 
CQ reporter who is the editor of the most recent edition of Guide to U.S. Elections. 
This edition was updated under the supervision of SAGE editor Laura Notton. 

The entries in Elections A to Z and its companion volumes on the presidency, 
Congress, the Supreme Court, and the Constitution, are extensively cross-referenced 
to guide readers to related information elsewhere in each book. Many entries con-
tain a list of further readings to enhance continuation of the research and reading 
journey, and in which a deliberate focus has been made to include books published 
over the last two decades. Each volume is also available as an online edition.

Readers who need more extensive, in-depth explanations of Congress as an insti-
tution may wish to consult CQ Press’s Guide to U.S. Elections, Seventh Edition, 
after reading the appropriate entries in Elections A to Z.

We hope that this volume, and the others that make up the American Govern-
ment A to Z series, will achieve the simple goal underpinning all the books: to pro-
vide readers with easily understood, accurate information about Congress, the 
presidency, the Supreme Court, the elections that so dramatically influence these 
institutions, and the Constitution of the United States.
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