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AUSTIN, Texas – Brian Cruver helped
invent a successful germ-killing robot
and an emergency alert system, and
wrote a bestselling book that turned
into a TV movie. The tech entrepreneur
is accustomed to solving problems,
thinking quickly and figuring out what
people need. 

About a month ago someone asked
Cruver if he had considered running for
public office.

He had “zero interest.”
Tech innovators already play a large

role in our daily lives. People like Apple
CEO Tim Cook, Meta’s Mark Zucker-
berg’s, X’s Elon Musk and many lesser-
known leaders have access to where
people go, what they buy, who they talk
to, what they read and what makes
them laugh. 

“Tech leaders are used to working
collaboratively and solving complex
problems at a quick pace and are equal-
ly used to both success and failure. Why

would they want to jump (into politics)
right now?” said Corey Cook, a longtime
political analyst and provost at St. Ma-
ry’s College of California. “There’s deep
gridlock, extraordinary dysfunction and
extreme party polarization that doesn’t
bring a lot of optimism.”

Michael Bloomberg was a popular
New York City mayor, but the founder of
a financial news and data company did
not fare well as a Democratic presiden-
tial candidate in 2020. Nor did Carly
Fiorina, former CEO of tech company
Hewlett-Packard, who ran as a Repub-
lican in 2016. Nor Andrew Yang, who ran
as a Democrat in 2020.

This campaign cycle, two technology
experts have entered the national fray.
Tech entrepreneur Jason Palmer was a
Democratic candidate for president,
and philanthropist and lawyer Nicole
Shanahan is independent presidential
candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s run-
ning mate.

Neither is likely to win, political sci-
entists say.

Shanahan is a self-proclaimed “tech-

nologist” and research fellow at a Stan-
ford “humanistic coding” institute.
Joining the ticket March 26, she told a
crowd that as vice president, she would
use electronic medical records to better
understand and address the chronic
health conditions.

Palmer’s electoral high point so far
was beating President Joe Biden in the
Democratic caucus in American Samoa
on Super Tuesday. The 52-year-old
claimed 51 votes to Biden’s 40 to win the
island’s six delegates.

“I’m the longest of long shots,” admit-
ted Palmer, who has already suspended
his campaign to run his initiative TO-
GETHER!, which includes a political ac-
tion committee and a fund to support
emerging candidates and encourage
youth political engagement.

Palmer, who has no prior political ex-
perience, told USA TODAY he hoped to
use his technological expertise to help
the government become modernized,
more efficient, and less polarized.

“I do think tech leaders can be great
political leaders as we need to leverage

the power of technology to upgrade the
government,” said Palmer, a partner at a
venture capital firm and alumnus of the 

Few tech leaders pursuing politics 
Terry Collins
USA TODAY

Tech entrepreneur Jason Palmer ran a
brief bid as a Democratic presidential
candidate and picked up six delegates
in American Samoa’s caucus. “We’re
decades overdue in creating a more
modern government structure,” he
said. PROVIDED BY PALMER FOR PRESIDENT
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When Michael McClanahan was growing up,
his grandmother would tell him what it was like
to vote before the Civil Rights Movement in
their small town in northwest Louisiana. Like a
carnival game, white poll workers would ask
Black voters to count the number of jelly beans
in a jar or pass other tests if they wanted to get
their ballot, she told him. 

“There was always intimidation if there was
a big election,” McClanahan said. “The sheriff or
the town police officers were there talking into
the microphone trying to intimidate people.”

Those practices were outlawed by the Voting
Rights Act of 1965, but now new restrictions are
being adopted in the South. And they may alter
the outcome of the 2024 election by lowering
voting among Black Americans, who over-
whelmingly choose Democrats. 

Since 2020, states have tightened absentee
voting. They’ve passed or stiffened voter identi-
fication laws. And, under pressure from Repub-
licans who falsely claim the 2020 election was
stolen, they’re adjusting how they remove vot-
ers from the rolls. 

The new rules could affect which presiden-
tial candidate wins the swing states of Georgia
and North Carolina, the outcome of key con-
gressional and state legislative races and which
party’s candidate wins a seat on the Alabama
court that upended fertility medicine – among
other important outcomes.

“The states aren’t making it easier to vote,”
said Caren Short, director of legal and research
for the League of Women Voters. “That leaves
groups like the League, groups like the NAACP,
to help voters navigate the process. And then
when we are successful at doing so, the law-
makers pass laws that criminalize the very work
that we’re doing.”

Now, the president of the Louisiana state
conference of the NAACP, McClanahan said Jim
Crow never left his state. And the 2020 election
provided a fresh opportunity for efforts to un-
dermine voting rights.

“They’re relentless,” he said of the Republi-
cans who control the Louisiana state govern-
ment. “They’re going to try until Jesus comes
back. And they just need to know we’re going to
fight until Jesus comes back.”

States target ballot ‘harvesting’

Mississippi and Alabama are two of just four
states that don’t allow in-person early voting,
so the only alternative to showing up to a polling
place Nov. 5 is to vote absentee. However, those
states and Texas have all passed laws reining in
what they call “harvesting” absentee ballots.
The term generally refers to someone collecting
absentee ballots for other voters, a practice
common among voter mobilization efforts.

The new laws restrict who can witness a per-
son signing their absentee ballot, how many
ballots a single person can witness and who can
return those ballots. Civil rights groups say this
disenfranchises voters who rely on help.

A court temporarily blocked the Mississippi
law after the local NAACP and League of Wom-
en Voters sued, saying limits on helping people

with disabilities violated the Voting Rights Act.
The case is ongoing. 

Louisiana Secretary of State Nancy Landry, a
Republican, is now asking her state’s legislature
to pass bills that “further crack down on absen-
tee ballot harvesting” and stop people from
helping with “more than one absentee ballot,
except for immediate family.”

Landry’s office said she was not available for
an interview. In a March statement, she said,
“Louisiana has some of the most well-run elec-
tions in the nation, but there is always room for
improvement. This package of bills will further
boost our state’s election integrity policies and
procedures.”

Ballot collection restrictions

As part of a sweeping election integrity bill in
2021, Texas created a felony offense for collect-
ing mail-in ballots in exchange for benefits such
as payment or a job offer. Gov. Greg Abbott said
upon signing the bill that it “ensures trust and
confidence in our elections system − and most
importantly, it makes it easier to vote and hard-
er to cheat.”

Gary Bledsoe, a lawyer who heads the Texas
NAACP, said the law has chilled get-out-the-
vote efforts. “If you say the wrong thing to a vot-
er when you knock on the door, you’ve commit-
ted a crime, a serious crime,” he said. “It’s meant
to intimidate people.”

Alabama Gov. Kay Ivey, a Republican, signed
a law in March that made it illegal to turn in
someone else’s absentee ballot, and made it a
felony to give or receive payment to collect oth-
ers’ absentee ballots. She promised there
wouldn’t be any “funny business” in elections.

Civil rights groups sued, arguing that the law
“criminalizes constitutionally protected
speech” and disenfranchises people of color,
voters who are disabled or incarcerated, senior
citizens and others who “depend on assistance
to vote.”

New voting restrictions in
the South could sway races

Advocates ask:

Whose votes count?

Erin Mansfield | USA TODAY

Voters in the South are also required to show
more identification than in 2020. Some states
have stiffened their in-person identification
requirements, and others are requiring
identification with absentee ballots.
ELIJAH NOUVELAGE/GETTY IMAGES FILE
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Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Microsoft and
Kaplan. “We’re decades overdue in creating a more
modern government structure.”

For example, Palmer said he would want to create a
one-stop shop where Americans could apply for bene-
fits ranging from housing to health care, instead of go-
ing through various departments for their needs. 

He compares the method to aspiring college stu-
dents using the Common App.

“I’m always telling young entrepreneurs that when
you start a company there’s a 95% chance of failure,”
Palmer said. 

“Tech leaders are used to failing regularly and get-
ting up dusting ourselves off and trying again and
that’s what I’ve been doing this whole campaign. Poli-
tics is hard.”

Behind the curve of innovation

When asked about politics and government, tech
leaders had a long list of frustrations.

Pascal Yammine believes tech innovation is the
best way to solve real-world problems in real time and
said the government should court tech leaders for
help. 

“There could be a more cohesive strategy. Innova-
tion requires trial and error and I think you don’t see
that much in government because of the hurdles you
have to go through,” said Yammine, CEO of Zilliant, an
Austin, Texas-based startup focused on price optimi-
zation.

Yammine said trust in politics has been eroding for
at least a decade. 

When Biden mentioned gun control in his recent
State of the Union address, for instance, why didn’t
both sides applaud, he wondered aloud.

“We don’t have to always agree, but where are the
healthy debates on issues? ... Where are the shared
values? The accountability?” Yammine said. “Ulti-
mately, it comes down to getting things done.”

Katina Kenyon, 45, a co-founder of Applaudo, a
startup in Austin and El Salvador that provides engi-
neering talent to companies, thinks Washington poli-
ticians are unwilling to work collaboratively. 

“They create these massive walls of hierarchy that
most tech leaders would tap out of before their frustra-
tion sets in,” Kenyon said.

Then there’s the pace of government. “Technology
moves too fast and the government and Congress act
too slow,” Palmer said.

Lawmakers are “behind the curve on the pace of in-
novation,” Aaron Allsbrook, founder and chief tech-
nology officer of ClearBlade, an Austin-based startup
that connects smart devices across multiple indus-
tries. 

Allsbrook said he’s more interested in being a
“change agent” by joining advisory boards versus en-
tering politics.

“I feel like I can make a bigger impact here than in
politics,” said Allsbrook, 44. “If you were to ask me
what drove me to engineering, it’s simple. I like to build
and deliver. Deliver.”

Getting something done

The current Congress is the least effective since the

Great Depression, with only 34 bills passed since Jan-
uary 2023. That includes a lack of movement on reg-
ulating Big Tech, despite high-profile hearings.

“What’s gotten passed in the past year? What’s
moving the needle in a meaningful way?” said Cook of
St. Mary’s College. “Politics in the U.S. is pretty toxic
right now and it discourages people from various
walks of life wanting to engage in that way.”

Cook believes political partisanship is so deeply di-
visive and personal that many tech leaders would
rather work on creating policies than run for office.

“Tech folks are risk-takers, and if someone makes it
to say, Congress, and can’t get anything done, that’s
not rewarding,” Cook said.

But government is eager to have the input of tech
leaders – at least some of the time.

Rep. Ro Khanna, D-Calif., whose district includes
much of Silicon Valley featuring tech giants worth an
estimated $13 trillion of market value, told USA TODAY
that input from tech leaders is wanted in many areas
including economic growth, labor and software devel-
opment.

“We need tech leaders to help our government func-
tion better,” Khanna said.

“We need all of our stakeholders to weigh in on long-
term strategies including immigration, national secu-
rity, AI-generated usage and disclosure, technology
regulation and privacy. We need our best tech minds to
help keep us ahead.”

Khanna was instrumental in Congress passing
2022’s CHIPS and Science Act, one of the few mea-
sures in which lawmakers overcame their differences.
The law boosts domestic production of computer
chips to potentially avoid future supply chain short-
ages and heavy reliance on China.

“We’re not building new industries fast enough and
we need business and tech leaders to help deliver the
outcomes we set,” Khanna said. “Tech leaders are part
of the mosaic of a messy democracy.”

‘Never say never’ to running

Ben Chapman, the CEO of Vital Interaction, a health
care software startup, often thinks about whether he
could improve health care, from costs to accessibility,
especially for those who can’t afford it, through public
office. He said having three young kids has given him
perspective.

“I enjoy being an entrepreneur and running a tech
company, but I also fantasize about what being in poli-
tics would be like,” said Chapman, 41. 

He’s not ruling out any political aspirations. “But, I
believe more in innovation versus regulation. I think
that’s the fastest way to make changes.” 

Similar thoughts ran through the minds of venture
capitalists Himalaya Rao-Potlapally, Rachel Wilson
and Pilar Concepcion Johnson at a hotel lobby on a late
Saturday night after spending the day at South by
Southwest.

Politics has been a frequent topic of late for the
three friends. Rao-Potlapally, 34, and Wilson, 40, are
partners in The BFM Fund, a Portland, Oregon, ven-
ture capital firm focused on entrepreneurs from di-
verse backgrounds. Concepcion Johnson, 34, is a co-
founder and managing partner at Debut Capital, a Mi-
ami firm investing in Black, Latinx and Indigenous en-
trepreneurs.

They believe political change starts at the grass-
roots level. Like most of their peers, the entrepreneurs
feel politics is stagnant, especially in D.C. That sense
fuels their commitment to helping others within their

own communities.
“I don’t need to be a figurehead, I’m not so ego-

driven where I need to see my face or my name every-
where,” Rao-Potlapally said. “I want to build with the
people and for the people, and I think that’s not how
current-day politics works.” 

Wilson said she might someday consider running
for local office, like on a city council or a board. “Never
say never,” she said. Concepcion Johnson nodded and
chimed, “If something happens locally that really
moves me and connects me to actual people, then
maybe. Maybe.” Rao-Potlapally is ruling out jumping
into politics, for now. “We can be a part of any change,”
she said. “No matter the roles we have.”

Tech
Continued from Page 8A

Absentee ballots are more often used by Black vot-
ers, data from Secretary of State Wes Allen’s office
shows.

Allen, also a Republican, disagreed with the law-
suit’s contentions. “Groups that claim that SB1 is dis-
criminatory either misunderstand this bill or are pur-
posely misrepresenting SB1 to promote their own po-
litical narrative,” he said in a statement, referring to
the law by its bill number. “SB1 is designed to protect
the absentee elections process and show partisan,
third-party organizers that Alabama votes are not for
sale.”

Voter ID rules tightened

Voters in the South are also required to show more
identification than in 2020. Some states have stiffened
their in-person identification requirements, and oth-
ers are requiring identification with absentee ballots. 

A new voter identification law is in place in North
Carolina, where Democrats are targeting statehouse
races to cut into a Republican supermajority in the
state Trump carried by just 1 percentage point in 2020.
The Biden campaign, seeing the state as winnable, is
investing heavily. Arkansas updated its voter identifi-
cation law in 2021. Before that, when voters could not
provide state-issued photo identification, they could
sign an affidavit to swear to their identity. Now they
have to cast a provisional ballot and return by the fol-
lowing Monday with ID for the vote to count. 

A comprehensive election law Georgia, a swing
state, passed in 2021 put stricter identification re-
quirements on mail-in ballots. Instead of including
their signatures, voters need to provide a driver’s li-
cense number, a partial Social Security number or a
copy of their photo identification. 

Texas’ 2021 election bill that targeted vote harvest-
ing has a similar provision: Voters must use a driver’s
license or similar state ID number; the last four digits
of a Social Security number; or provide a statement
saying they don’t have any of those.

According to the Pew Research Center, 81% of
Americans support requiring a government-issued
photo ID to vote. But not everyone has one, especially
people of color. Voter turnout often goes down after
identification laws are passed, according to the Bren-
nan Center, a good-government think tank.

Though states with voter ID laws often offer free
identification cards, the NAACP said when it sued Ala-
bama those IDs were difficult to get because the offices

were hard to access from rural areas without a car, had
limited hours and required people to take an oath un-
der penalty of prosecution. 

“I’ve heard this claim a lot that somehow requiring
minority voters to get an ID to vote is somehow racist
or discriminatory,” said Zack Smith, a senior legal fel-
low at the Heritage Foundation, which supports voter
ID restrictions. “Frankly, I think that claim is some-
what insulting. It’s basically implying that minority
voters are either unwilling or unable to get an ID.” 

Pamela Phoenix, a Democrat who has worked polls
in Tyler, Texas, pointed to people who come in and say
their purses were snatched shortly before the election.
“So they don’t have a driver’s license. They don’t even
have what it takes to go to the DMV and get a new driv-
er’s license. We have individuals whose houses have
been totaled in fires so they don’t have driver’s li-
censes, passports, proof of utilities, none of that.”

Rasby Mason, a clergy leader in Shreveport, Louisi-
ana, said it’s common for Black residents in rural parts
of the South to never get driver’s licenses. Others were
born outside a hospital and weren’t issued proper
identification. 

“Some people aren’t just good with keeping up with
those kinds of documents,” Mason said. 

Whose votes count?

Next on the horizon are battles over who gets to vote

and whose votes get counted. 
A law passed in Georgia would embolden citizen ac-

tivists trying to remove people from the rolls and
change how homeless people register to vote.

In Mississippi, a lawsuit filed this year by the state
and national Republican parties seeks to overturn a
law the statehouse passed in 2020 allowing absentee
votes to be counted up to five days after the election if
the ballot is postmarked by Election Day. The lawsuit
says votes counted after the deadline are invalid and
that it harms Republicans because Democrats are
more likely to vote absentee. 

And in Louisiana, Secretary of State Landry is back-
ing a proposal that would require her office to conduct
an annual canvass of voters and identify people to
place on an inactive voter list if they have not voted,
made changes to their registration or participated in a
nursing home program in the past 10 years.

Joel Watson, spokesperson for Landry, called the
bill “merely another tool to ensure that Louisiana’s
voter rolls remain accurate, a key to maintaining safe
and secure elections.” 

McClanahan, from the state’s NAACP, said one vote
can make a difference, and if enough people voted,
they could elect governors who safeguard their right to
vote. “We have to, at some point in time, use the same
process that is being used to kick us out of voting to
make a strong push to make sure that everyone has the
unfettered right to vote,” he said.

Restrictions
Continued from Page 8A

Voters line up at the polls in Texas, which passed sweeping new election laws in 2021. In addition, the state
created a felony offense for collecting mail-in ballots in exchange for benefits such as payment or a job offer.
JAY JANNER/AUSTIN AMERICAN-STATESMAN FILE


