COUNTING UNITS
In the 1940’s and 50’s a popular saying among
Georgia politicians was “What do you need to be
elected Governor of Georgia? $50,000 and Roy
Harris.” Harris had developed a reputation as a
“king maker” among his cohort.
Roy Vincent Harris was born in 1895 and died in
1985. During his life he was a vigorous and effective
advocate of segregation and education.

Mr. Harris entered Georgia politics in 1921 when he
was elected to the Georgia house of representative;
he served in the Senate for a period, then returned
to the house where he served for two separate stints
as Speaker.

After leaving government in 1946, Harris continued
to work for the promotion of segregation and
education. He accomplished much of his work for
education as a member of the Board of Regents to
which he was appointed in 1951. He obtained a new
science building for the University of Georgia, his
alma mater, and when there were complaints of
favoritism, he did the same thing for Georgia Tech.
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He remained on the Board until 1973, and while he
maintained his attitude to racial integration, he also
endeavored to uphold his belief in “separate but
equal” by working as an advocate for “equality of
accommodation” even though this rarely occurred.

Harris was a member of the Citizens Council of
America and President of the Georgia chapter and
the entire organization for a time. The Council was
dedicated to “States Rights and Racial Integrity”. As
leader he was credited with being the force behind
Governor Orval Faubus’s opposition to the
integration of the schools of Little Rock, Arkansas.
Another outlet for Roy Harris’s views was The
Augusta Courier, a newspaper he edited for 27.5
years from 1947 to 1974. As a 15 and 16 year old, I
worked for this newspaper in distribution. By
distribution I mean that every Friday several of my
buddies and I folded the papers, slipped them into
envelopes, ran an addressograph machine with the
addresses of almost anyone in any town or village in
Georgia, and then delivered the mail bags to the
Post Office. I rarely paid any attention to the
content of the paper, but I have a few examples of
photos and articles I noticed after a friend of mine
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told me they were racist. Like most 16 year olds I
had very little interest in politics and concerned
myself primarily with school, football, and girls, their
relative importance fluctuating with hormonal
changes.

So, why was Roy Vincent Harris so powerful in mid‐
century Georgia politics? The County Unit System!

A brief history of the County Unit system follows:
In 1777 the state legislature was apportioned
by county. Two men from each county voted to
elect the governor of the state until 1825 when
the governor began to be elected by popular
vote. As you may be aware, the Civil War
brought about major changes to the way
politics were done in the South. Rebel states
had to meet two criteria to be readmitted to
the Union: 1. Ratify the 13th, 14th and 15th
Amendments to the US Constitution, and 2.
Approve a new state constitution. 1868 ended
the popular election of the Governor and
instituted the County Unit system which was to
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be similar to the Electoral College in the US
Constitution.

The plan allotted votes on a 3,2,1 basis: 8
largest counties got 6 votes each, 30 had 4, and
over 100 counties had 2 each. This
arrangement probably wasn’t so bad in the 19th
century; after all, in 1900 over 60% of the
country’s population lived in rural areas. By
1920, however, Atlanta/Fulton County had
grown to the extent that a vote in Atlanta was
worth much less than a vote in Echols County.
By 1960 the relationship was really out of
whack; a vote in Echols county, the smallest
example, was worth 2 and ½ times a vote in
Fulton. The system had been set up by
Reconstruction Republicans, but starting in the
1870 Election. Democrats were the primary
beneficiaries. Voting strength and political
power favored small towns and rural
communities, and elected incumbents
controlled any changes. As more and more
citizens moved to cities, their votes became
worth less and less. New voters and blacks
suffered in relation to rural whites.
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An additional factor is that resulting from the
Neil Primary Act in 1917, the Democratic Party
and the state were for all practical purposes a
single organization. The Democratic primary
was all white and apportioned by the same
3,2,1 process as the electoral system, so the
disenfranchisement of blacks and republicans
was a foregone conclusion.

County Unit and similarly unbalanced systems were
repeatedly challenged under the 14th Amendment
but were consistently ruled against by courts not
wanting to usurp states’ sovereignty.

At long last, in 1962 the Supreme Court reversed a
lower court in Tennessee, ruling that there had been
invidious discrimination against Tennessee voters
who had brought the suit Charles W. Baker v. Joe C.
Carr and gave the lower court the responsibility to
see that the Tennessee Constitution require that
representation be based on a reasonable evaluation
of population considering “one Man, one vote”.

Page |5

Georgia and 31 other states had suits filed in short
order by urban dwellers who believed they had been
discriminated against. In Georgia, the brief was filed
within an hour of publication of the ruling. Sanders
v. Gray and Toombs v. Fortson dealt with the
apportionment in the Georgia House and Senate to
eliminate the 3,2,1 system of apportionment. As the
lawyers would say, ”the Court has made new law”.

Former Governor and then Senator Herman
Talmadge opined, ”For the U.S. Supreme Court to
hold that the inaction of a state legislature on the
question of apportionment is a litigable question is
in direct violation of the Constitutional doctrine of
separation of powers upon which our republican
form of government is based. With three separate,
independent and coordinate branches of
government, it is beyond comprehension of anyone
who has ever been exposed to a law book how a
court at any level could compel a state legislature to
take or not take action on any question”.
Democratic party leader James Gray stated, ”I don’t
see how a federal court could force the legislature
into changing. If the legislature were to turn around
and say ’No’, What could the federal court do?”
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Those statements, gentlemen, are what State’s
Rights was all about. Time marches on, and
attitudes change; last election cycle Georgia almost
elected a black female. There’s still some play in the
“good old boys” network I suppose, but Roy Harris
must be turning over in his grave.

So, the Supreme Court declared county unit systems,
which were based on the Electoral College,
unconstitutional; why can’t they just get rid of the
College in a similar judicial manner? Well, the main
problem is that the Electoral College is actually in the
US Constitution, Article II, Section I. Bipartisan
attempts to change the system were made in the
1950’s and 1970’s but failed to receive the 2/3’s
votes needed in Congress to be sent to the states for
consideration.

The conversation regarding the College continues
today with renewed vigor. In 2000, Hillary Clinton
characterized the system, which some say, deprived
Al Gore of the presidency, stating “In a democracy
we should respect the will of the people, and to me,
that means it’s time to do away with the Electoral
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College”. Former Attorney General and Obama
“wing man” Eric Holder called it “a vestige of the
past”, and Washington Governor Jay Inslee declared
it an “archaic relic of a bygone age”.

In that bygone age, James Madison stated that he
preferred popular election but recognized two
legitimate concerns. First, people would tend toward
supporting candidates from their own states, giving
an advantage to larger states. Second, a few states
with higher concentrations of voters might come to
dominate. Madison thought that “there would be
very little opportunity for cabal or corruption” in the
Electoral College system.

A counter argument to the popular vote plan is to
recognize that the College forces parties and
candidates to forge broad coalitions. The desirability
of avoiding regionalism and demographic population
concentrations forces politicians to consider the
preferences of a wide selection of citizen voters.
Appealing exclusively or primarily to the voters of
California, New York and Illinois will lead to an
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unbalanced, and to many, an unsatisfactory
approach to many policies.

The latest and current approach to doing away with
the Electoral College is The National Popular Vote
Interstate Compact, or NPV. The NPV takes
advantage of the flexibility afforded state
legislatures in the Constitution: ”Each State shall
appoint as the legislature, thereof, may direct a
Number of Electors”. The original intent was to allow
state legislators to determine how best to represent
their state in presidential elections. The electors
represent the state, not just the legislature, though
the latter has the power to direct the manner of
appointment.

The NPV argues that the state legislature may ignore
their state’s voters and appoint electors based on
the national popular vote. No state would do this
unilaterally, so NPV has a “ trigger”: it only takes
effect if adopted by enough states to control 270
electoral votes; in other words, a majority that
would control the outcome of presidential elections.
After the 2018 elections, 14 states and the District of
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Columbia had signed on for a total of 189 votes.
NPV would have the same effect as abolishing the
Electoral College. Candidates could win based on
intense support form a narrow region or from big
cities. Georgia might go as Atlanta goes; Indiana
could go as Indianapolis, Gary and Bloomington vote.
We might lose the state by state system designed by
the framers for protection against regionalism and
fraud. This would alter our politics in ways that we
know, like shifting more power to urban centers, or
in ways we don’t know.

We’ve come a long way from the time when one
man like Roy Harris could deliver a state governor
election by controlling the votes of 100 counties. I
wonder how far we’ll go in this possible direction.

Tom Beattie
October 19, 2020
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