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Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?

A Justice Department lawsuit in Alaska raises a bigger fight over state power, federal
oversight and election trust.

)

A ballot box stands between symbols of state and federal government, representing a dispute over who controls elections.

The Trump administration has sued Alaska over
its U.S. Senate election, asking a court to stop
the state from certifying, or officially confirming,
the result if the Republican incumbent does not
win. According to legal analysis published by The
Conversation, the U.S. Department of Justice says
it is trying to protect election integrity because an-
other candidate on the ballot has a very similar
name to the incumbent senator. The department
argues that if the incumbent loses, voter confusion
may have affected the outcome and Alaska should
investigate before making the result final.

The case matters beyond one state because it
tests a basic design choice in American govern-
ment: federal elections choose national officials,
but states usually run the elections. The Constitu-
tion gives states the power to set the time, place
and manner of federal elections, while Congress
has limited power to change those rules. The presi-
dency is not given that job. That division is part of
federalism, the system in which power is split be-
tween state and national governments rather than
held in one place.

The Justice Department’s position is that the feder-
al government has a responsibility to protect the
integrity of elections for federal office. Election in-
tegrity means making sure that eligible voters can
vote, ineligible votes do not count and the final re-

sult reflects the voters’ choices. In the Alaska law-
suit, the department’s concern is not a voting ma-
chine or a ballot count, but whether voters might
choose the wrong person because two names are
similar. The remedy it seeks is unusual: if the in-
cumbent Republican senator loses, the state
should not certify the election until it conducts an
inquest, meaning an official inquiry, into what vot-
ers intended.

The Democratic candidate’s campaign strongly re-
jects that argument. In court filings described by
The Conversation, the campaign says the lawsuit
has no legal basis and would improperly throw out
or delay the choice made by Alaska voters. Its ba-
sic objection is that the federal government is try-
ing to interfere before the election is even over,
and only under one condition: if a particular candi-
date loses. That is why the case is not just about
ballot design. It is also about whether a legal chal-
lenge meant to prevent confusion could itself be-
come a tool for changing the effect of an election.

Legal experts cited by The Conversation argue that
the Constitution’s structure leaves election admin-
istration mainly to the states unless Congress acts
within its authority. Former federal judge John E.
Jones, now president of Dickinson College, said
earlier this year that states were trusted to run
elections because they already had the systems to
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do so and because the framers did not want one
national executive controlling the process. The
concern is not only historical. If one politically mo-
tivated official could control elections everywhere,
the power could be abused.

That does not mean states can do anything they
want. Congress can pass laws about federal elec-
tions within constitutional limits, and courts can
step in when state practices violate federal rights.
For example, federal law protects against racial
discrimination in voting, and courts can enforce
equal protection rules when voters are treated un-
fairly. The harder question is where oversight ends
and control begins. Supporters of stronger federal
action often argue that national elections need
consistent standards and protection against fraud
or confusion. Critics answer that concentrating
election power in Washington, especially in the ex-
ecutive branch, creates its own danger.

The Alaska case follows other 2026 conflicts over
who controls election rules. The Conversation
points to a March executive order in which Presi-
dent Trump sought to change how mail voting
works by directing federal agencies, including the
U.S. Postal Service, to impose requirements on mail
and absentee ballots. An executive order is an in-
struction from the president to federal agencies,
but it cannot create powers the Constitution does
not give the president. Legal scholars cited by The
Conversation argued that using the postal system
to block ballots that did not meet new federal con-
ditions would effectively cancel some votes by ad-
ministrative action.

Another example was the SAVE America Act,
passed by the Republican-controlled House but not

Written from reporting by The Conversation.

by the Senate. It would have required documentary
proof of U.S. citizenship for some voter registration
and voting in federal elections. Documentary proof
means official papers, such as a passport or birth
certificate, rather than simply signing a statement.
The stated goal was to prevent noncitizen voting.
The constitutional objection, according to election
law scholar John J. Martin, was that voter qualifi-
cations are generally set by states, not Congress.
The Senate’s refusal to pass the bill means that
fight has not reached the courts in that form.

The real tension is that both sides are arguing from
principles many Americans value. It is reasonable
to want elections protected from fraud, confusion
and mistakes. It is also reasonable to worry when
the federal executive branch asks to delay or block
a state’s result based on a condition tied to who
wins. A system that is too decentralized can pro-
duce uneven rules and messy disputes. A system
that is too centralized can make elections easier
for one powerful office to pressure.

The Alaska lawsuit puts that tension into a con-
crete form. If courts allow the federal government
to intervene before certification because it predicts
voter confusion, that could create a new path for
challenging close or unwanted results. If courts re-
ject the lawsuit, they reinforce the idea that elec-
tion problems should usually be handled by states,
Congress or post-election court challenges based
on evidence. Either way, the case asks a question
that sounds simple but is not: in a national election
run through state systems, who gets the final say
before the voters’ choice becomes official?
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. When, if ever, should the federal government be able to stop a state from certifying an election
result before it becomes official?

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh the need to prevent real election errors against the risk that pre-
certification intervention could be used to pressure or overturn state results.

2. lIs voter confusion a strong enough reason to delay an election result, or should officials require
clearer evidence that confusion actually changed votes?

A strong answer: A strong answer should distinguish between a plausible concern and proof, and consider how high
the evidence standard should be before voters’ choices are delayed.

3. Which danger seems greater in this situation: uneven state-run elections or too much election
power in the hands of the national executive branch?

A strong answer: A strong answer should compare the weaknesses of decentralized election administration with the
risks of centralized control by a politically interested president.
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Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?
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Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?

2
3
4
5 6
7
8
10
ACROSS DOWN
1 Paper or digital form for recording a 2 Monitoring that makes sure rules are
voter's choices followed
4  Getinvolved in a dispute or process to 3 Honesty, accuracy, and freedom from
influence the outcome improper influence
5  System sharing power between state and 6 Describing a vote cast away from the
national governments usual polling place
8 Government branch that carries out 7  Voters' process for choosing public
laws, including the president officials
9  Officially confirm a result as final or valid
10 Official fact-finding investigation into an

event or decision
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Who Gets to Run a Federal Election? — answer key
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Who Gets to Run a Federal Election? — answer key
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1

10

Paper or digital form for recording a
voter's choices

Get involved in a dispute or process to
influence the outcome

System sharing power between state and
national governments

Government branch that carries out
laws, including the president

Officially confirm a result as final or valid

Official fact-finding investigation into an
event or decision

2 Monitoring that makes sure rules are
followed

3 Honesty, accuracy, and freedom from

improper influence

6 Describing a vote cast away from the

usual polling place

7  Voters' process for choosing public
officials
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

The Conversation

“What legal experts say about the Trump administration’s attempts to make a federal case out of
state elections”

Published Monday, October 26, 2026
Read by us on Tuesday, October 27,2026

https://theconversation.com/what-legal-experts-say-about-the-trump-administrations-attempts-to-make-a-federal-case-out-o
f-state-elections-295212

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.

8/8
High school - Tuesday, October 27, 2026 - Teacher copy - © 2026 3andB Inc.



	Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?
	Think it through

	Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?
	Who Gets to Run a Federal Election?
	Across
	Down

	Who Gets to Run a Federal Election? — answer key
	Who Gets to Run a Federal Election? — answer key
	Across
	Down

	Where this came from
	What is in this packet
	Copying and reuse
	More where this came from


