
Elections and 
Campaigns

1. How have primaries and general-election 
campaigns changed over the past century 
and a half?

2. What matters most in deciding who wins 
presidential and congressional elections?

3. Do elections really make a difference in what 
laws get passed?

Enduring Questions
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The Effects of Elections on Policy

If you want to be elected to Congress or to the pres-
idency, you must develop a game plan that is in

tune with the unique legal, political, and financial
realities of American politics. A plan that will work
here would be useless in almost any other demo-
cratic nation; one that would work abroad would be
useless here.

Elections have two crucial phases—getting nomi-
nated and getting elected. Getting nominated means
getting your name on the ballot. In the great majority
of states winning your party’s nomination for either
the presidency or Congress requires an individual
effort—you decide to run, you raise money, you and
your friends collect signatures to get your name on
the ballot, and you appeal to voters in primary elec-
tions on the basis of your personality and your defini-
tion of the issues. In most European nations winning
your party’s nomination for parliament involves an
organizational decision—the party looks you over, the
party decides whether to allow you to run, and the
party puts your name on its list of candidates.

American political parties do play a role in deter-
mining the outcome of the final election, but even
that role involves parties more as labels in the voters’
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minds than as organizations that get out the vote. By
contrast, many other democratic nations conduct
campaigns that are almost entirely a contest
between parties as organizations. In Israel and the
Netherlands the names of the candidates for the leg-
islature do not even appear on the ballot; only the
party names are listed there. And even where candi-
date names are listed, as in Great Britain, the voters
tend to vote “Conservative” or “Labour” more than
they vote for Smith or Jones. European nations
(except France) do not have a directly elected presi-
dent; instead the head of the government—the
prime minister—is selected by the party that has
won the most seats in parliament.

At one time parties played a much larger role in
elections in the United States than they do now. Until
well into this century they determined, or powerfully
influenced, who got nominated. In the early nine-
teenth century the members of Congress from a given
party would meet in a caucus to pick their presidential
candidate. After these caucuses were replaced by
national nominating conventions, the real power over
presidential nominations was wielded by local party
leaders, who came together (sometimes in the leg-
endary “smoke-filled rooms”) to choose the candidate,
whom the rest of the delegates would then endorse.

Congressional candidates were often handpicked
by powerful local party bosses. In the past people
were much more likely to vote a straight party ticket
than they are today.

Chapter 7 described the factors that weakened
the parties’ ability to control nominations. There is
little chance that they will ever regain that control.
Thus candidates are now pretty much on their own.
So if you want to be a candidate, what do you do?

Presidential Versus
Congressional Campaigns

Presidential and congressional races differ in impor-
tant ways. The most obvious, of course, is size: more
voters participate in the former than the latter con-
tests, and so presidential candidates must work
harder and spend more. But there are some less
obvious differences that are equally important.

First, presidential races are more competitive
than those for the House of Representatives. In the
thirty-five elections from 1932 to 2000 the
Republicans won control of the House only six times

(17 percent of the time); in the eighteen presidential
elections during the same period the Republicans
won the White House on eight occasions (44.5 per-
cent of the time). In the typical presidential race the
winner gets less than 55 percent of the two-party
vote; in the typical House race, the incumbent wins
with over 60 percent of the vote. 

Second, a much smaller proportion of people vote
in congressional races during off years (that is,
when there is no presidential contest) than vote for
president. This lower turnout (around 36 percent of
the voting-age population) means that candidates in
congressional races must be appealing to the more
motivated and partisan voter.

Third, members of Congress can do things for
their constituents that a president cannot. They take
credit—sometimes deserved, sometimes not—for
every grant, contract, bridge, canal, and highway
that the federal government provides the district or
state. They send letters (at the government’s
expense) to large fractions of their constituents and
visit their districts every weekend. Presidents get lit-
tle credit for district improvements and must rely on
the mass media to communicate with voters.

Fourth, a candidate for Congress can deny that he
or she is responsible for “the mess in Washington,”
even when the candidate is an incumbent.
Incumbents tend to run as individuals, even to the
point of denouncing the very Congress of which
they are a part. An incumbent president can’t get
away with this; rightly or wrongly, he is often held
responsible for whatever has gone wrong, not only
in the government but in the nation as a whole.

These last three factors—low voter turnout, serv-
ices to constituents, and the ability to duck responsi-
bility—probably help explain why so high a percent-
age of congressional incumbents get reelected.

But they do not enjoy a completely free ride.
Members of Congress who belong to the same party
as the president often feel voters’ anger about nation-
al affairs, particularly economic conditions. When
the economy turns sour and a Republican is in the
White House, Republican congressional candidates
lose votes; if a Democrat is in the White House,
Democratic congressional candidates lose votes.

At one time the coattails of a popular presiden-
tial candidate could help congressional candidates
in his own party. But there has been a sharp decline
in the value of presidential coattails; indeed, some
scholars doubt that they still exist.
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The net effect of all these factors is that, to a sub-
stantial degree, congressional elections have become
independent of presidential ones. Though economic
factors may still link the fate of a president and some
members of his party, by and large the incumbent
members of Congress enjoy enough of a cushion to
protect them against whatever political storms
engulf an unpopular president. This fact further
reduces the meaning of party—members of
Congress can get reelected even though their party’s
“leader” in the White House has lost popular sup-
port, and nonincumbent candidates for Congress
may lose despite the fact that a very popular presi-
dent from their party is in the White House.

Running for President
The first task facing anyone who wishes to be presi-
dent is to get “mentioned” as someone who is of
“presidential caliber.” No one is quite sure why some
people are mentioned and others are not. The jour-
nalist David Broder has suggested that somewhere
there is “The Great Mentioner,” who announces from
time to time who is of presidential caliber (and only
The Great Mentioner knows how big that caliber is).

But if The Great Mentioner turns out to be as
unreal as the Easter Bunny, you have to figure out
for yourself how to get mentioned. One way is to let
it be known to reporters, “off the record,” that you
are thinking about running for president. Another is
to travel around the country making speeches
(Ronald Reagan, while working for General Electric,
made a dozen or more speeches a day to audiences
all over the country). Another way is to already have
a famous name (John Glenn, the former astronaut,
was in the public eye long before he declared for the
presidency in 1984). Another way to get mentioned
is to be identified with a major piece of legislation.
Former Senator Bill Bradley of New Jersey was
known as an architect of the Tax Reform Act of
1986; Representative Richard Gephardt of Missouri
was known as an author of a bill designed to reduce
foreign imports. Still another way is to be the gover-
nor of a big state. Former New York governors, such
as Mario Cuomo, are often viewed as presidential
prospects, partly because New York City is the head-
quarters of the television and publishing industries.

Once you are mentioned, it is wise to set aside a lot
of time to run, especially if you are only “mentioned”
as opposed to being really well known. Ronald Reagan
devoted the better part of six years to running; Walter

Mondale spent four years campaigning; Howard Baker
resigned from the Senate in 1984 to prepare to run in
1988 (he finally dropped out of the race). However,
most post-1988 candidates—senators Bob Dole, Tom
Harkin, Bob Kerrey, and Paul Simon; governors
Michael Dukakis, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush;
vice presidents George Bush and Al Gore; and House
members Richard Gephardt and Jack Kemp—made
the run while holding elective office.

Coattails

Today the word is used in the sense of riding into
office on the coattails of a better-known or more
popular candidate. The political carrying power
of coattails depends on the voters’ casting a
straight-ticket ballot so that their support for a
popular presidential candidate is translated into
support for lesser candidates on the same party
ticket. Scholars are skeptical that such an effect
exists today.

The word first came into popular usage in
1848, when Abraham Lincoln defended the Whig
party’s effort to take shelter under the military
coattails of that party’s presidential candidate,
General Zachary Taylor. Lincoln argued that in
the past the Democrats had run under the coat-
tails of General Andrew Jackson.

Later the military connotation of coattails fell
by the wayside, and the term came to mean any
effort to obtain straight-ticket voting.

Source: Adapted from Safire’s Political Dictionary by William Safire.
Copyright © 1968, 1972, 1978 by William Safire. Reprinted by per-
mission of Random House, Inc. and the author.

★ POLITICALLY SPEAKING ★
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■ Money One reason why running takes so much
time is that it takes so long to raise the necessary
money and build up an organization of personal fol-
lowers. As we shall see later in this chapter, federal
law restricts the amount that any single individual
can give a candidate to $2,000 in each election. (A
political action committee, or PAC, which is a
committee set up by and representing a corporation,
labor union, or other special-interest group, can give
up to $5,000.) Moreover, to be eligible for federal
matching grants to pay for your primary campaign,
you must first raise at least $5,000, in individual con-
tributions of $250 or less, in each of twenty states.

■ Organization Raising and accounting for this
money requires a staff of fund-raisers, lawyers, and
accountants. You also need a press secretary, a travel
scheduler, an advertising specialist, a direct-mail com-
pany, and a pollster, all of whom must be paid, plus a
large number of volunteers in at least those states that
hold early primary elections or party caucuses. These
volunteers will brief you on the facts of each state, try
to line up endorsements from local politicians and
celebrities, and put together a group of people who
will knock on doors, make telephone calls, organize
receptions and meetings, and try to keep you from
mispronouncing the name of the town in which you
are speaking. Finally, you have to assemble advisers
on the issues. These advisers will write “position
papers” for you on all sorts of things that you are sup-
posed to know about (but probably don’t). Because a

campaign is usually waged around a few broad
themes, these position papers rarely get used or even
read. The papers exist so that you can show important
interest groups that you have taken “sound” posi-
tions, so that you can be prepared to answer tough
questions, and so that journalists can look up your
views on matters that may become topical.

■ Strategy and Themes Every candidate picks a
strategy for the campaign. In choosing one, much
depends on whether you are the incumbent.
Incumbents must defend their records, like it or not.
(An incumbent ran for president in 1964, 1972,
1976, 1980, 1984, 1992, and 1996.) The chal-
lenger attacks the incumbent. When there is no
incumbent (as in 1960, 1968, 1988, and 2000),
both candidates can announce their own programs;
however, the candidate from the party that holds the
White House must take, whether he thinks he
deserves it or not, some of the blame for whatever
has gone wrong in the preceding four years. Within
these limits a strategy consists of the answers to
questions about tone, theme, timing, and targets:

• What tone should the campaign have? Should it be
a positive (build-me-up) or negative (attack-the-
opponent) campaign? In 1988 George Bush began
with a negative campaign; Michael Dukakis fol-
lowed suit.

• What theme can I develop? A theme is a simple,
appealing idea that can be repeated over and over
again. For Jimmy Carter in 1976 it was “trust”; for
Ronald Reagan in 1980 it was “competence” and in
1984 it was “it’s morning again in America”; for
Bush in 1988 it was “stay the course”; for Clinton in
1992 it was “we need to change;” for George W.
Bush in 2000 it was “compassionate conservatism.”

• What should be the timing of the campaign? If you
are relatively unknown, you will have to put every-
thing into the early primaries and caucuses, try to
emerge a front-runner, and then hope for the best. If
you are already the front-runner, you may either go
for broke early (and try to drive out all your oppo-
nents) or hold back some reserves for a long fight.

• Whom should you target? Only a small percentage
of voters change their vote from one election to
the next. Who is likely to change this time—
unemployed steelworkers? Unhappy farmers?
People upset by inflation?



Getting Elected to Congress

A president cannot serve more than two terms, so 
at least once every eight years you have a chance 
of running against a nonincumbent; members 
of Congress can serve for an unlimited number of
terms, and so chances are you will run against an
incumbent. If you decide to run for the House, the
odds are very much against you. Since 1962, over
90 percent of the House incumbents who sought
reelection won it. In 2000, 394 reelection-seeking
incumbents won, and only 9 lost.

But the incredible incumbency advantage
enjoyed by modern-day House members is hardly
the whole story of getting elected to Congress. Who
serves in Congress, and what interests are represent-
ed there, is affected by how its members are elected.
Each state is entitled to two senators, who serve six-
year terms, and at least one representative, who
serves a two-year term. How many more representa-
tives a state has depends on its population; what
local groups these representatives speak for depends
in part on how the district lines are drawn.

The Constitution says very little about how repre-
sentatives will be selected except to require that they
be inhabitants of the states from which they are cho-
sen. It says nothing about districts and originally left
it up to the states to decide who would be eligible to
vote for representatives. The size of the first House
was set by the Constitution at sixty-five members,
and the apportionment of the seats among the states
was spelled out in Article I, section 2. From that
point on it has been up to Congress to decide how
many representatives each state would have (provid-
ed that each had at least one).

Initially some states did not create congressional
districts; all their representatives were elected at large.
In other states representatives were elected from mul-
timember as well as single-member districts. In time
all states with more than one representative elected
each from a single-member district. How those district
boundaries were drawn, however, could profoundly
affect the outcomes of elections. There were two prob-
lems. One was malapportionment, which results
from having districts of very unequal size. If one dis-
trict is twice as populous as another, twice as many
votes are needed in the larger district to elect a repre-
sentative. Thus a citizen’s vote in the smaller district is
worth twice as much as a vote in the larger.

The other problem was gerrymandering, which
means drawing a district boundary in some bizarre
or unusual shape to make it easy for the candidate of
one party to win election in that district. In a state
entitled to ten representatives, where half the voters
are Democrats and half are Republicans, district
lines could be drawn so that eight districts would
have a slight majority of citizens from one party and
two districts would have lopsided majorities from the
other. Thus it can be made easy for one party to win
eight of the ten seats.

Malapportionment and gerrymandering have
been conspicuous features of American congres-
sional politics. In 1962, for example, one district in
Texas had nearly a million residents, while another
had less than a quarter million. In California
Democrats in control of the state legislature drew
district lines in the early 1960s so that two pockets of
Republican strength in Los Angeles separated by
many miles were connected by a thin strip of coast-
line. In this way most Republican voters were

Presidential Versus Congressional Campaigns 189
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thrown into one district, while Democratic voters
were spread more evenly over several.

Hence there are four problems to solve in deciding
who gets represented in the House:

1. Establishing the total size of the House
2. Allocating seats in the House among the states
3. Determining the size of congressional districts

within states
4. Determining the shape of those districts

By and large Congress has decided the first two
questions, and the states have decided the last two—
but under some rather strict Supreme Court rules.

In 1911 Congress decided that the House had
become large enough and voted to fix its size at 435
members. There it has remained ever since (except
for a brief period when it had 437 members owing to
the admission of Alaska and Hawaii to the Union in
1959). Once the size was decided upon, it was nec-
essary to find a formula for performing the painful
task of apportioning seats among the states as they
gained and lost population. The Constitution
requires such reapportionment every ten years. A
more or less automatic method was selected in 1929
based on a complex statistical system that has with-
stood decades of political and scientific testing.
Under this system, since 1990 eighteen states have
lost representation in the House and eleven have
gained it. Florida and California posted the biggest
gains, while New York and Pennsylvania suffered
the largest losses (see Table 8.1).

The states did little about malapportionment and
gerrymandering until ordered to do so by the
Supreme Court. In 1964 the Court ruled that the
Constitution requires that districts be drawn so that,
as nearly as possible, one person’s vote would be
worth as much as another’s.1 The Court rule, “one
person, one vote,” seems clear but in fact leaves a
host of questions unanswered. How much deviation
from equal size is allowable? Should other factors be
considered besides population? (For example, a state
legislature might want to draw district lines to make
it easier for African Americans, Italian Americans,
farmers, or some other group with a distinct interest
to elect a representative; the requirement of exactly
equal districts might make this impossible.) And the
gerrymandering problem remains: districts of the
same size can be drawn to favor one party or anoth-
er. The courts have struggled to find answers to these
questions, but they remain far from settled.

■ Winning the Primary However the district lines
are drawn, getting elected to Congress first requires
getting one’s name on the ballot. At one time the
political parties nominated candidates and even
printed ballots with the party slates listed on them.
All the voter had to do was take the ballot of the pre-
ferred party and put it in the ballot box. Today, with
rare exceptions, a candidate wins a party’s nomina-
tion by gathering enough voter signatures to get on
the ballot in a primary election, the outcome of
which is often beyond the ability of political parties to
influence. Candidates tend to form organizations of
personal followings and win “their party’s” nomina-
tion simply by getting more primary votes than the
next candidate. It is quite unusual for an incumbent
to lose a primary: from 1946 to 1988 only 6 percent
of incumbent senators and fewer than 2 percent of
incumbent representatives seeking reelection failed
to win renomination in primaries. These statistics
suggest how little opportunity parties have to control
or punish their congressional members.

Most newly elected members become strong in
their districts very quickly; this is called the sopho-
more surge. It is the difference between the votes

Number of Seats

Before After After
1990 1990 2000

States Census Census Census Change

Gained Seats 
After Both 1990 and 2000 Census
Arizona 6 8 10 +4
California 45 52 53 +8
Florida 15 23 25 +10
Georgia 10 11 13 +3
North Carolina 11 12 13 +2
Texas 27 30 32 +5

Lost Seats 
After Both 1990 and 2000 Census
Illinois 22 20 19 −3
Michigan 18 16 15 −3
New York 34 31 29 −5
Ohio 21 19 18 −3
Pennsylvania 23 21 19 −4

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census.

Table 8.1 Changes in State Representation in 
the House of Representatives 
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candidates get the first time they are elected (and
thus become freshman members) and the votes they
get when they run for reelection (in hopes of becom-
ing sophomore members). Before the 1960s House
candidates did not do much better the second time
they ran than the first. Beginning then, however, the
sophomore surge kicked in, so that today freshman
candidates running for reelection will get 8 to 10
percent more votes than when they were first elect-
ed. Senate candidates also benefit now from a soph-
omore surge, though to a lesser degree.

The reason for this surge is that members of
Congress have figured out how to use their offices to
run personal rather than party campaigns. They
make use of free (“franked”) mail, frequent trips
home, radio and television broadcasts, and the dis-
tribution of services to their districts to develop
among their constituents a good opinion of them-
selves, not their party. They also cater to their con-
stituents’ distrust of the federal government by
promising to “clean things up” if reelected. They run
for Congress by running against it.2

To the extent that they succeed, they enjoy great
freedom in voting on particular issues and have less
need to explain away votes that their constituents
might not like. If, however, any single-issue groups are
actively working in their districts for or against abor-
tion, gun control, nuclear energy, or tax cuts, muting
the candidates’ voting record may not be possible.

■ Staying in Office The way people get elected to
Congress has two important effects. First, it pro-
duces legislators who are closely tied to local con-
cerns (their districts, their states), and second, it
ensures that party leaders will have relatively weak
influence over them (because those leaders cannot
determine who gets nominated for office).

The local orientation of legislators has some im-
portant effects on how policy is made. For example:

• Every member of Congress organizes his or her
office to do as much as possible for people back
home.

• If your representative serves on the House
Transportation and Infrastructure Committee,
your state has a much better chance of getting a
new bridge or canal than if you do not have a rep-
resentative on this committee.3

• If your representative serves on the House
Appropriations Committee, your district is more like-

ly to get approval for a federal grant to improve your
water and sewage-treatment programs than if your
representative does not serve on that committee.4

Former House Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill
had this in mind when he said, “All politics is local.”
Some people think that this localism is wrong; in
their view members of Congress should do what is
best for “the nation as a whole.” This argument is

Congress
First woman in Congress

First African American in 
Congress

Longest session of Congress

Shortest time for states to ratify
a constitutional amendment

Longest time to ratify an
amendment

Longest service in Congress by
one member

First member of the House to be
elected president

First member of the Senate to
be elected president

The only woman to serve in the
House at the same time as her
son

Longest speech ever made in
the Senate

First woman elected to the
Senate for a full term who was
not preceded in office by her
husband

Jeannette Rankin (Mont., 1916)

Joseph H. Rainey (S.C., 1870)

366 days (75th Congress, meet-
ing from Jan. 3, 1940, to Jan. 3,
1941)

3 months, 7 days—26th
Amendment

203 years—27th Amendment

57 years, Carl Hayden of
Arizona (15 years in House, 42
years in Senate), 1912–1969

James Madison

James Monroe

Frances Bolton, whose son was
Oliver Bolton (served together
1953–1957, 1963–1965)

24 hours 18 minutes, made on
August 28–29, 1957, by Senator
J. Strom Thurmond (D-S.C.),
seeking to block a civil rights
bill

Nancy Landon Kassebaum,
elected in 1978 from Kansas
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about the role of legislators: are they supposed to be
delegates who do what their district wants or trustees
who use their best judgment on issues without
regard to the preferences of their district?

Naturally most members are some combination of
delegate and trustee, with the exact mix depending on
the nature of the issue. But some, as we shall see, defi-
nitely lean one way or the other. All members want to
be reelected, but “delegates” tend to value this over
every other consideration and so seek out committee
assignments and projects that will produce benefits for
their districts. On the other hand, “trustees” will seek
out committee assignments that give them a chance to
address large questions, such as foreign affairs, that
may have no implications at all for their districts.

Primary Versus General
Campaigns

If you are running for president, you are (you hope)
entering two elections, not just one. The first con-
sists of primary elections and caucuses, which select
the nominees; the second is the general election,
which decides who wins the office. Each election
attracts a different mix of voters, workers, and
media attention. What works in the primary election
may not work in the general one, and vice versa.

To win the nomination you must mobilize politi-
cal activists who will give money, do volunteer work,
and attend local caucuses. As we saw in Chapters 5

Qualifications for Entering Congress 
and Privileges of Being in Congress
Qualifications
Representative

• Must be twenty-five years of age (when seated,
not when elected)

• Must have been a citizen of the United States for
seven years

• Must be an inhabitant of the state from which
elected (Note: Custom, but not the Constitution,
requires that a representative live in the district
that he or she represents.)

Senator

• Must be thirty years of age (when seated, not
when elected)

• Must have been a citizen of the United States for
nine years

• Must be an inhabitant of the state from which
elected

Judging Qualifications
Each house is the judge of the “elections, returns,
and qualifications” of its members. Thus Congress
alone can decide disputed congressional elections.
On occasion it has excluded a person from taking a
seat on the grounds that the election was improper.

Either house can punish a member—by reprimand,
for example—or, by a two-thirds vote, expel a member.

Privileges
Members of Congress have certain privileges, the
most important of which, conferred by the
Constitution, is that “for any speech or debate in
either house they shall not be questioned in any
other place.” This doctrine of “privileged speech”
has been interpreted by the Supreme Court to mean
that members of Congress cannot be sued or prose-
cuted for anything that they say or write in connec-
tion with their legislative duties.

When Senator Mike Gravel read the Pentagon
Papers—some then-secret government documents
about the Vietnam War—into the Congressional
Record in defiance of a court order restraining their
publication, the Court held that this was “privi-
leged speech” and beyond challenge [Gravel v.
United States, 408 U.S. 606 (1972)]. But when Senator
William Proxmire issued a press release critical 
of a scientist doing research on monkeys, the Court
decided that the scientist could sue him for libel
because a press release was not part of the legislative
process [Hutchinson v. Proxmire, 443, U.S. 111 (1979)].

HOW THINGS WORK
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and 6, activists are more ideologically stringent than
the voters at large. To motivate these activists you
must be more liberal (if you are a Democrat) in your
tone and theme than are rank-and-file Democrats,
or more conservative (if you are a Republican) than
are rank-and-file Republicans.

Consider the caucuses held in Iowa in early
February of a presidential election year. This is the
first real test of the candidates vying for the nomi-
nation. Anyone who does poorly here is at a disad-
vantage, in terms of media attention and contribu-
tor interest, for the rest of the campaign.

The several thousand Iowans who participate in
their parties’ caucuses are not representative of the
followers of their party in the state, much less nation-
ally. In 1988 Senator Robert Dole came in first and

evangelist Pat Robertson came in second in the Iowa
Republican caucus, with Vice President George Bush
finishing third. As it turned out, there was little sup-
port for Dole or Robertson in the rest of the country.

Democrats who participate in the Iowa caucus
tend to be more liberal than Democrats generally.5

Moreover, the way the caucuses are run is a far cry
from how most elections are held. To vote in the
Republican caucus, you need not prove you are a
Republican or even a voter. The Democratic caucus
is not an election at all; instead a person supporting
a certain candidate stands in one corner of the room
with people who also support him, while those sup-
porting other candidates stand in other corners with
other groups. There is a lot of calling back and forth,
intended to persuade people to leave one group and

The Road to the Nomination
A campaign for the presidential nomination must
begin early. Among the key steps are these.

Create an organization: A campaign manager,
fund-raiser, pollster, and several lawyers and
accountants must be hired early—two or even three
years before the election. Money cannot legally be
raised until an organization exists to receive and
account for it.

Start raising money: To be eligible for federal
matching dollars for your primary-election cam-
paign, you must raise $250 from each of at least
twenty donors in each of twenty states. You cannot
receive more than $2,000 from any individual or
$5,000 from any PAC. There are national and state-
by-state limits on what you can spend.

Prepare for the early primaries and caucuses: To
show that you are a serious contender and have
“momentum,” you should enter the early primaries
and caucuses. In 1996 some key early ones were:

• February 12: Iowa caucus
• February 20: New Hampshire primary
• March 12: “Super Tuesday” (primaries in six states,

mostly in the South)
• March 19: “Big 10 Tuesday” (primaries in the

Midwest)

To win a primary you must campaign hard and
often; to win a caucus you must have an organiza-
tion that can get your supporters to attend and vote
at the local caucus.

Pick a strategy: If you are relatively unknown,
you must campaign heavily in the early primaries
(this is called a “front-loaded” campaign). But then
you risk running out of money before the later pri-
maries in the big states. If you are the front-runner,
you are in better shape, but then you must worry
about losing even one primary (as did Dole to
Buchanan in New Hampshire in 1996), thereby tar-
nishing your “unbeatable” image.

Control the convention: If you win the most del-
egates in the primaries and caucuses, you will be
nominated. (From 1956 through 2000 the winning
candidate was nominated on the first ballot at the
Democratic and Republican conventions.) Then your
problem is to control everything else that goes on at
the convention—the platform, the speeches, the
vice-presidential nomination—so nothing happens
that will embarrass you.

HOW THINGS WORK
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join another. No group with fewer than 15 percent
of the people in attendance gets to choose any dele-
gates, so people in these small groups then go to
other, larger ones. It is a cross between musical
chairs and fraternity pledge week.

Suppose you are a Democrat running for presi-
dent and you do well in the Iowa caucus. Suppose
you go on to win your party’s nomination. Now you
have to go back to Iowa to campaign for votes in the
general election. Since 1940 Iowa has voted
Republican in every presidential election but five
(1948, 1964, 1988, 1996, and 2000). Your
Republican opponent is not going to let you forget all
of the liberal slogans you uttered nine months
before. The Republican candidate faces the mirror
image of this problem—sounding very conservative
to get support from Republican activists in states
such as Massachusetts and New York and then hav-
ing to defend those speeches when running against
his Democratic opponent in those states.

The problem is not limited to Iowa but exists in
every state where activists are more ideologically
polarized than the average voter. To get activist sup-
port for the nomination, candidates move to the ideo-
logical extremes; to win the general election, they try
to move back to the ideological center. The typical
voter looks at the results and often decides that nei-

ther candidate appeals to him or her very much, and
so casts a “clothespin vote” (see the box on this page).

Occasionally even the voters in the primary elec-
tions will be more extreme ideologically than are the
general-election voters. This certainly happened in
1972. George McGovern won the Democratic nomi-
nation with the support of voters who were well to the
left of the public at large (and even of rank-and-file
Democratic voters) on issues such as U.S. policy in
Vietnam, amnesty for draft resisters, decriminalizing
marijuana, and helping minorities.6 His general-elec-
tion opponent, Richard Nixon, was able to take advan-
tage of this by portraying McGovern as a leftist. But
even when primary voters are not too different from
general-election voters, the activists who contribute
the time, money, and effort to mount a campaign are
very different from the voters—in both parties.

Two Kinds of Campaign Issues
In election campaigns there are two different kinds
of issues.7 A position issue is one in which the rival
candidates have opposing views on a question that
also divides the voters. For example, in the 2000
election George W. Bush wanted to let people put
some of their Social Security money into private sav-
ings accounts; Al Gore opposed this.

Since 1860 many of the great party realignments
have been based on differing position issues. After the
Civil War the question was whether African
Americans should be slaves or free. In the 1890s it was
whether tariffs should be high or low and whether the
dollar should be made cheaper. In the 1960s it was
whether broad new civil rights legislation was needed. 

But sometimes voters are not divided on impor-
tant issues. Instead the question is whether a candi-
date fully supports the public’s view on a matter
about which nearly everyone agrees. These are
called valence issues. For example, everybody
wants a strong economy and low crime rates, and so
no candidate favors high unemployment or more
crime. What voters look for on valence issues is
which candidate seems most closely linked to a uni-
versally shared view.

Valence issues are quite common. In 1968 Richard
Nixon seemed to be more supportive of anticrime
measures than his rival; in 1976 Jimmy Carter seemed
more likely to favor honesty in government than his
opponent; in 1984 Ronald Reagan seemed more close-
ly identified with a strong economy than his opponent;
in 1988 George Bush seemed more closely linked to

Clothespin Vote

The vote cast by a person who does not like either
candidate and so votes for the less objectionable of
the two, putting a clothespin over his or her nose to
keep out the unpleasant stench.

★ POLITICALLY SPEAKING ★
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patriotism than his opponent. Notice that we have said
“seemed.” This is how voters perceived the winners; it
does not mean that the opponents favored crime, cor-
ruption, unemployment, or anti-Americanism.

In 1992 Bill Clinton was beset with charges that
he was guilty of dodging the draft, marital infidelity,
and smoking pot. But his strategists decided to focus
the campaign on the valence issue of the economy,
and they went about rescuing Clinton from the other
criticisms. One observer later reported, “Retooling
the image of a couple who had already been in the
public eye for five battering months required a cam-
paign of behavior modification and media manipu-
lation so elaborate that its outline ran to fourteen
single-spaced pages.”8 Bill Clinton and his wife,
Hillary, made joint appearances on television during
which they demonstrated their affection for each
other. The plan even called for staging an event
where Bill Clinton and his daughter would surprise
Hillary Clinton on Mother’s Day.9

The 1996 campaign was run almost entirely in
valence terms. Clinton took credit for improving the
economy and putting more police on the street. He
took swipes at Bob Dole’s advanced age and criti-
cized him as an “extremist” who would abolish
Medicare. Clinton won easily.

Likewise, the 2000 campaign relied on valence
issues, but some position issues also became impor-
tant. George W. Bush and Al Gore disagreed about the
need for across-the-board cuts in the federal income
tax, on the value of a national missile defense system,
and on whether parents could use public money to
send their children to whichever schools they chose.

Campaigns have usually combined both position
and valence questions, but the latter have increased
in importance in recent years. This has happened in
part because presidential campaigns are now con-
ducted largely on television, where it is important to
project popular symbols and manipulate widely
admired images. Candidates try to show that they
are likable, and they rely on televised portraits of
their similarity to ordinary people.

Television, Debates, and Direct Mail
Once campaigns mostly involved parades, big rallies,
“whistle-stop” train tours, and shaking hands outside
factory gates and near shopping centers. All of this
still goes on, but increasingly presidential and senato-
rial candidates (and those House candidates with
television stations in their districts) use broadcasting.

There are two ways to use television—by running
paid advertisements and by getting on the nightly
news broadcasts. In the language of campaigners,
short television ads are called spots, and a campaign
activity that appears on a news broadcast is called a
visual. Much has been written about the preparation
of spots, usually under titles such as “the selling of
the president” or “packaging the candidate” (and
mostly by advertising executives, who are not 
especially known for underestimating their own
influence). No doubt spots can have an important
effect in some cases. A little-known candidate can
increase his or her visibility by frequent use of spots
(this is what Jimmy Carter did in the 1976 presiden-
tial primaries). Sometimes a complete unknown can

Elections
Only two men to have been
elected president by the House
of Representatives after failing
to win a majority in the elec-
toral college

Only Democratic senator to 
be the running mate of a
Republican presidential 
candidate

Candidates for president who
received more popular votes
than their opponents but were
not elected

President who won the largest
percentage of the popular vote

Only person to serve as vice
president and president without
having been elected to either
post

President who won the most
electoral votes

First woman to run for national
office on a major-party ticket

Thomas Jefferson (1800) and
John Quincy Adams (1824)

Andrew Johnson (1864)

Grover Cleveland and Al Gore
got more popular votes but
fewer electoral votes than their
opponents

Lyndon B. Johnson, 61.7 percent
(1964)

Gerald Ford (1973–1976)

Ronald Reagan (525 in 1984)

Geraldine Ferraro (Democratic
candidate for vice president,
1984)
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win a primary by clever use of television, as alleged-
ly happened when Mike Gravel became the
Democratic nominee for senator from Alaska in
1968 and Milton Shapp became the Democratic
nominee for governor of Pennsylvania in 1966.

The effect of television advertising on general elec-
tions is probably a good deal less than its effect on pri-
maries; indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 10, most 
scientific studies of television’s influence on voting
decisions have shown that either it has no effect or the

effect is subtle and hard to detect. Nor is it surprising
that this should be the case. In a general election, espe-
cially one for a high-visibility office (such as president
or governor), the average voter has many sources of
information—his or her own party or ideological pref-
erence, various kinds of advertising, the opinions of
friends and family, and newspaper and magazine sto-
ries. Furthermore, both sides will use TV spots; if well
done, they are likely to cancel each other out. In short
it is not yet clear that a gullible public is being sold a bill

Kinds of Elections
There are two kinds of elections in the United States:
general and primary. A general election is used to fill
an elective office. A primary election is used to select
a party’s candidates for an elective office, though in
fact those who vote in a primary election may not
consider themselves party members. Some primaries
are closed. In a closed primary you must declare in
advance (sometimes several weeks in advance) that
you are a registered member of the political party in
whose primary you wish to vote. About forty states
have closed primaries.

Other primaries are open. In an open primary you
can decide when you enter the voting booth which
party’s primary you wish to participate in. You are
given every party’s ballot; you may vote on one.
Idaho, Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, North Dakota,
Utah, Vermont, and Wisconsin have open primaries. A
variant on the open primary is the blanket (or “free
love”) primary—in the voting booth you mark a bal-
lot that lists the candidates of all the parties, and thus
you can help select the Democratic candidate for one
office and the Republican candidate for another.
Alaska and Washington have blanket primaries.

The differences among these kinds of primaries
should not be exaggerated, for even the closed pri-
mary does not create any great barrier for a voter
who wishes to vote in the Democratic primary in one
election and the Republican in another. Some states
also have a runoff primary: if no candidate gets a
majority of the votes, there is a runoff between the
two with the most votes. Runoff primaries are com-
mon in the South.

A special kind of primary, a presidential primary, is
that used to pick delegates to the presidential nomi-
nating conventions of the major parties. Presidential
primaries come in a bewildering variety. A simplified
list looks like this:

• Delegate selection only Only the names of
prospective delegates to the convention appear on
the ballot. They may or may not indicate their
presidential preferences.

• Delegate selection with advisory presidential pref-
erence Voters pick delegates and indicate their
preferences among presidential candidates. The
delegates are not legally bound to observe these
preferences.

• Binding presidential preference Voters indicate
their preferred presidential candidates. Delegates
must observe these preferences, at least for a certain
number of convention ballots. The delegates may
be chosen in the primary or by a party convention.

In 1981 the Supreme Court ruled that political par-
ties, not state legislatures, have the right to decide
how delegates to national conventions are selected.
Thus Wisconsin could not retain an open primary if
the national Democratic party objected (Democratic
Party v. La Follette, 101 Sup. Ct. 1010, 1981). Now the
parties can insist that only voters who declare them-
selves Democrats or Republicans can vote in presi-
dential primaries. The Supreme Court’s ruling may
have relatively little practical effect, however, since
the “declaration” might occur only an hour or a day
before the election.

HOW THINGS WORK



less-well-known John Kennedy in 1960, and President
Gerald Ford debated the less-well-known Jimmy Carter
in 1976. Nixon and Ford lost. Lyndon Johnson would
not debate Barry Goldwater in 1964, nor would Nixon
debate Humphrey in 1968 or McGovern in 1972.
Johnson and Nixon won. Carter debated the equally
well-known Reagan in 1980 (but refused to join in a
three-way debate with Reagan and John Anderson).
Carter lost. It is hard to know what effect TV debates
have on election outcomes, but poll data suggest that
in 1980 voters who watched the debates were reas-
sured by Reagan’s performance; after the second
debate with Carter, he took a lead in the polls that he
never relinquished.11 In 1984 most people thought
that Mondale did better than Reagan in the first
debate, but there is little evidence that the debate
affected the outcome of the election. In 1992 and
1996 Clinton was probably the better debater, but he
most likely would have won even if he had stumbled.

In 1988 the televised debate became a major activ-
ity during—and even before—the primary elections.
The half dozen or so contenders for both the
Democratic and the Republican presidential nomina-
tions participated in so many debates that one journal-
ist was led to compare the campaign to a political 
version of the television program “The Dating Game,”
with the candidates, like bachelors trying to impress a
woman, describing over and over again all their good
qualities. Other than providing free television exposure
(and probably boring the candidates to tears), it is hard
to see what this accomplished.

of goods by slick Madison Avenue advertisers, whether
the goods are automobiles or politicians.

Visuals are a vital part of any major campaign
effort because, unlike spots, they cost the campaign
little and, as “news,” they may have greater credibil-
ity with the viewer. A visual is a brief filmed episode
showing the candidate doing something that a
reporter thinks is newsworthy. Simply making a
speech, unless the speech contains important new
facts or charges, is often thought by TV editors to be
uninteresting: television viewers are not attracted by
pictures of “talking heads,” and in the highly com-
petitive world of TV, audience reactions are all-
important determinants of what gets on the air.
Knowing this, campaign managers will strive to
have their candidates do something visually inter-
esting every day, no later than 3:00 P.M. (if the visu-
al is to be on the 6:00 P.M. news)—talk to elderly
folks in a nursing home, shake hands with people
waiting in an unemployment line, or sniff the
waters of a polluted lake. Obviously all these efforts
are for naught if a TV camera crew is not around;
great pains are therefore taken to schedule these
visuals at times and in places that make it easy for
the photographers to be present.

Ironically, visuals—and television newscasts gener-
ally—may give the viewer less information than com-
mercial spots. This, of course, is the exact opposite of
what many people believe. It is commonplace to
deplore political advertising, especially the short spot,
on the grounds that it is either devoid of information or
manipulative, and to praise television news programs,
especially longer debates and interviews, because they
are informative and balanced. In fact the best research
we have so far suggests that the reverse is true: news
programs covering elections tend to convey very little
information (they often show scenes of crowds cheer-
ing or candidates shouting slogans) and make little or
no impression on viewers, if indeed they are watched
at all. Paid commercials, on the other hand, especially
the shorter spots, often contain a good deal of infor-
mation that is seen, remembered, and evaluated by a
public that is quite capable of distinguishing between
fact and humbug.10

A special kind of television campaigning is the cam-
paign debate. Incumbents or well-known candidates
have little incentive to debate their opponents; by so
doing, they only give more publicity to lesser-known
rivals. Despite the general rule among politicians never
to help an opponent, Vice President Nixon debated the
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Though TV visuals and debates are free, they are
also risky. The risk is the slip of the tongue. You may
have spent thirty years of your life in unblemished
public service, you may have thought through your
position on the issues with great care, you may have
rehearsed your speeches until your dog starts to
howl, but just make one verbal blunder and sudden-
ly the whole campaign focuses on your misstep. In
1976 President Ford erroneously implied that Poland
was not part of the Soviet bloc. For days the press
dwelt on this slip. His opponent, Jimmy Carter, admit-
ted in a Playboy interview that he had sometimes had
lust in his heart. It is hard to imagine anyone who
has not, but apparently presidents are supposed to be
above that sort of thing. In 1980 Ronald Reagan said
that trees cause pollution—oops, here we go again.

Because of the fear of a slip, because the voters do
not want to hear long, fact-filled speeches about com-
plex issues, and because general-election campaigns
are fights to attract the centrist voter, the candidates
will rely on a stock speech that sets out the campaign
theme as well as on their ability to string together
several proven applause-getting lines. For reporters
covering the candidate every day, it can be a mind-
numbing experience. Nelson Rockefeller spoke so
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waged in 1992 by independent candidate Ross Perot
might not have happened at all. Perot launched his
candidacy with successive appearances on Cable
News Network’s call-in program “Larry King Live,”
and he bought several half-hour chunks of televi-
sion time to air his views on the federal budget
deficit. In early October, before the first of three tele-
vised debates featuring Perot, Republican incum-
bent George Bush, and Democratic challenger Bill
Clinton, most national polls showed Perot with only
10 percent of the vote. But after the debates Perot’s
support in the polls doubled, and he ended up with
about 19 percent of the votes cast on election day.

In 1996 the big television networks agreed to
make some free television time available to the major
presidential candidates. The Federal Communications
Commission approved the plan to limit the free TV to
“major” candidates, thus denying it to minor third-
party nominees.

Less visible than television but perhaps just as
important is the computer. The computer makes pos-
sible sophisticated direct-mail campaigning, and this
in turn makes it possible for a candidate to address
specific appeals to particular voters easily and rapidly
solicit campaign contributions. In the 2000 presi-
dential campaign, Republican John McCain and

often of the “brotherhood of man and the fatherhood
of God” that the reporters started referring to it as his
BOMFOG speech. Occasionally this pattern is inter-
rupted by a “major” address—that is, a carefully
composed talk on some critical issue, usually deliv-
ered before a live audience and designed to provide
issue-related stories for the reporters to write.

If you dislike campaign oratory, put yourself in the
candidate’s shoes for a moment. Every word you say
will be scrutinized, especially for slips of the tongue.
Interest group leaders and party activists will react
sharply to any phrase that departs from their preferred
policies. Your opponent stands ready to pounce on any
error of fact or judgment. You must give countless
speeches every day. The rational reaction to this state of
affairs is to avoid controversy, stick to prepared texts
and tested phrases, and shun anything that sounds
original (and hence untested). You therefore wind up
trying to sell yourself as much as or more than your
ideas. Voters may say that they admire a blunt, outspo-
ken person, but in a tough political campaign they
would probably find such bluntness a little unnerving.

Television is the most visible example of modern
technology’s effect on campaigns. Since 1960 presi-
dential elections have been contested largely
through television. Without television the campaign
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Democrat Bill Bradley raised substantial money via
the Internet. Both lost their primary challenge, but
fund-raising via the Internet is surely here to stay.

Whereas television is heard by everybody—and
thus leads the candidate using it to speak in general-
ities to avoid offending anyone—direct mail is aimed
at particular groups (college students, Native
Americans, bankers, autoworkers), to whom specific
views can be expressed with much less risk of offend-
ing someone. So important are the lists of names of
potential contributors to whom a computer may
send appeals that a prized resource of any candidate,
guarded as if it were a military secret, is “The List.”
Novices in politics must slowly develop their own lists
or beg sympathetic incumbents for a peek at theirs.

The chief consequence of the new style of cam-
paigning is not, as some think, that it is more manip-
ulative than old-style campaigning (picnics with free
beer and $5 bills handed to voters can be just as
manipulative as TV ads); rather it is that running
campaigns has become divorced from the process of
governing. Previously the party leaders who ran the
campaigns would take part in the government once
it was elected, and since they were party leaders,
they had to worry about getting their candidate
reelected. Modern political consultants take no

responsibility for governing, and by the time the next
election rolls around, they may be working for some-
one else.

Money

All these consultants, TV ads, and computerized
mailings cost money—lots of it. A powerful
California politician once observed that “money is
the mother’s milk of politics,” and many people
think that our democracy is drowning in it. In 1998
winning House and Senate candidates spent a com-
bined total of $448 million (see Figure 8.1). When
that kind of money is spent, many people will cyni-
cally conclude that elections are being bought and
sold. Clever television producers are being paid huge
sums, so the theory goes, to put on TV ads that sell
candidates as if they were boxes of soap.

But matters are a good deal more complicated and
less sinister than the popular theory supposes. Money
is important in politics as in everything else, but it is
not obvious that the candidates with the most money
always win or that the donors of the money buy big
favors in exchange for their big bucks. In Chapter 9 we
will consider what, if anything, interest groups get for
the money they give to politicians, and in Chapter 10
we shall summarize what we know about the effects of
television advertising on elections. Here let us try to
answer four questions: Where does campaign money
come from? What rules govern how it is raised and
spent? What has been the effect of campaign finance
reform? What does campaign spending buy?

The Sources of Campaign Money
Presidential candidates get part of their money from
private donors and part from the federal government;
congressional candidates get all of their money from
private sources. In the presidential primaries candi-
dates raise money from private citizens and interest
groups. The federal government will provide matching
funds, dollar for dollar, for all monies raised from indi-
vidual donors who contribute no more than $250.
Since every candidate wants as much of this “free” fed-
eral money as possible, each has an incentive to raise
money from small, individual givers. (To prove they are
serious candidates, they must first raise $5,000 in
each of twenty states from such small contributors.)
The government also gives a lump-sum grant to each
political party to help pay the costs of its nominating
convention. In the general election the government
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PACs. Challengers have to put up much more of their
own money. As we shall see in the next section, these
money problems weaken the ability of challengers to
mount effective campaigns. Three states, Arizona,
Maine, and Vermont, now fund campaigns with pub-
lic money, but there is as yet no solid evidence about
what difference it makes, or how.

Campaign Finance Rules
During the 1972 presidential election men hired by
President Nixon’s campaign staff broke into the
headquarters of the Democratic National Committee
in the Watergate office building. They were caught by
an alert security guard. The subsequent investigation
disclosed that the Nixon people had engaged in dubi-
ous or illegal money-raising schemes, including tak-
ing large sums from wealthy contributors in
exchange for appointing them to ambassadorships.
Many individuals and corporations were indicted for
making illegal donations (since 1925 it had been
against the law for corporations or labor unions to
contribute money to candidates, but the law had
been unenforceable). Some of the accused had given
money to Democratic candidates as well as to Nixon.

When the break-in was discovered, the Watergate
scandal unfolded. It had two political results:
President Nixon was forced to resign, and a new
campaign finance law was passed.

Under the new law, individuals could not con-
tribute more than $1,000 to a candidate during any
single election. Corporations and labor unions had for

pays all the costs of each candidate, up to a limit set by
law (in 1996 that limit was $61.8 million for each
major candidate and $29 million for Perot).

Congressional candidates get no government
funds; all their money must come out of their own
pockets or be raised from individuals, interest groups
(PACs), or the political parties. Contrary to what
many people think, most of that money comes—and
has always come—from individual donors (see Table
8.2). Because the rules sharply limit how much any
individual can give, these donors tend not to be fat
cats but people of modest means who contribute
$100 or $200 per person.

Since the typical individual contribution is very
small (and in no case larger than $2,000), some
candidates have turned to rock bands and movie
stars to put on benefit performances. If five thou-
sand people will each pay $75 for a performance by
U2, a lot of money can be raised in a hurry.

The most a PAC can give a candidate in any elec-
tion is $5,000, but the typical PAC does not donate
anything approaching the maximum amount; usu-
ally it gives a few hundred dollars to each candidate
it supports.

These figures conceal some important differences
among kinds of candidates, however. As Table 8.2
shows, incumbent members of Congress running for
reelection get over a third of their money from PACs
and spend next to nothing out of their own pockets.
Their challengers, by contrast, spend only half as
much and are able to get only one-tenth of that from

Incumbents Challengers Open

Sum (millions) Percent Sum Percent Sum Percent

Individuals $292.4 57.5% $109.1 51.9% $71.2 50.7%
PACs 158.3 37.6 21.4 10.2 26.9 19.2
Candidates 0.07 0.02 4.1 2.0 2.5 1.8
Loans 5.6 1.3 62.6 29.8 33.7 24.0
Parties 14.9 3.5 12.9 6.1 6.1 4.3

Total $421.3 $210.1 $140.4

Note: The data on candidates, loans, and parties are especially messy. “Candidates” includes only direct personal contributions by the office
seekers. “Loans” includes money lent to the campaigns by the candidates as well as other loans. Loans from incumbents are almost always
repaid by campaign committees. “Parties” includes both direct party contributions and a variety of “party-coordinated expenditures.”

Source: Federal Election Commission Report, April 28, 1999.

Table 8.2 Sources of Campaign Funds: All House and Senate Candidates in 1997–1998, by Incumbents, 
Challengers, and Open
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many decades been prohibited from spending money
on campaigns, but the new law created a substitute:
political action committees (PACs). A PAC must have
at least fifty members (all of whom enroll voluntari-
ly), give to at least five federal candidates, and must
not give more than $5,000 to any candidate in any
election or more than $15,000 per year to any politi-
cal party. 

Since most candidates must go through both a pri-
mary and a general campaign in any election year,
the spending limits per candidate were in fact $2,000
for an individual and $10,000 for a PAC. 

In addition, the law made federal tax money avail-
able to help pay for presidential primary campaigns
and for paying all of the campaign costs of a major-
party candidate and a fraction of the costs of a minor-
party candidate in a presidential general election.

The new law helped increase the amount of
money spent on elections and, in time, changed the
way money was spent. There are now more than
four thousand PACs (see Figure 8.2). In 1998 they
gave over $207 million to congressional candidates.
But PACs are not a dominant influence on candi-
dates because, though they can give up to $10,000,
they in fact give rather little (often no more than
$500). PACs in 1998 produced about 27 percent of
the money congressional candidates spent. A small

contribution is enough to ensure that a phone call to
a member of Congress from a PAC sponsor will be
returned but not enough, in most cases, to guaran-
tee that the member will act as the PAC wishes.

Moreover, most money for congressional candi-
dates still comes from individuals. But since the limit
until 2002 was $1,000 per election (a limit set in the
early 1970s), candidates had to devise clever ways of
reaching a lot of individuals in order to raise the
amount of money they needed. This usually meant
direct mail and telephone solicitations. If you are
bothered by constant appeals for campaign funds,
remember—that’s what the new law requires. 

By contrast, when George McGovern ran against
Richard Nixon in 1972, he was chiefly supported by
the large contributions of one wealthy donor, and
when Eugene McCarthy ran against Lyndon Johnson
in 1968, he benefited from a few big donations and
did not have to rely on massive fund-raising appeals. 

Presidential candidates are treated differently
than congressional candidates. The former get
money directly from the federal government. In the
primary campaign, candidates can receive matching
funds. Any candidate who raises at least $5,000 in
individual contributions of $250 or less from people
living in twenty states is eligible for matching funds.
Once eligible, a candidate gets federal money to
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support from Washington because their parties had
won more than 5 percent of the vote in 1996. But
this time out, neither party won that much, and so
neither will get federal support in 2004.

The amount we spend on elections has shot up (in
2000, congressional candidates spent over $1 bil-
lion), but that explosion in spending has not been a
major political problem. The real political problems
arose from two changes in how the money was spent.

The first was independent expenditures. A
PAC, or a corporation or a labor union, could spend
whatever it wanted on advertising supporting or
opposing a candidate, so long as this spending was

match, dollar for dollar, what he or she has raised in
contributions of $250 or less. After the parties have
chosen their nominees, the federal government pays
the entire cost of the campaign up to a limit set by
law. (In 1996 Bill Clinton and Bob Dole each
received about $62 million). But a candidate can
forego federal funding and run using money he has
raised as George W. Bush did in 2000.

If you are a minor-party candidate, you can get
some support from the federal government provided
you have won at least 5 percent of the vote in the last
election. In 2000, both Pat Buchanan (Reform
party) and Ralph Nader (Green party) got partial

Major Federal Campaign 
Finance Rules
General

• All federal election contributions and expenditures
are reported to a Federal Election Commission.

• All contributions over $100 must be disclosed, with
name, address, and occupation of contributor.

• No cash contributions over $100 or foreign 
contributions.

• No ceiling on how much candidates may spend out
of their own money (unless they accept federal
funding for a presidential race).

Individual Contributions

• An individual may not give more than $2,000 to
any candidate in any election.

• An individual may not make federal political gifts
exceeding $95,000 every two years, of which only
$37,500 may go to candidates.

Political Action Committees (PACs)

• Each corporation, union, or association may estab-
lish one.

• A PAC must register six months in advance, have at
least fifty contributors, and give to at least five
candidates.

• PAC contributions may not exceed $5,000 per can-
didate per election, or $15,000 to a national polit-
ical party.

Ban on Soft Money

• No corporation or union may give money from its
own treasury to any national political party.

Independent Expenditures

• Corporations, unions, and associations may not use
their own money to fund “electioneering commu-
nications” that refer to clearly identified candi-
dates sixty days before a general election or thirty
days before a primary contest.

• PACs may fund electioneering communications up
to their expenditure limits.

Presidential Primaries

• Federal matching funds can be given to match
individual contributions of $250 or less.

• To be eligible, a candidate must raise $5,000 in
each of twenty states in contributions of $250 
or less.

Presidential Election

• The federal government will pay all campaign
costs (up to a legal limit) of major-party candidates
and part of the cost of minor-party candidates
(those winning between 5 and 25 percent of the
vote).

HOW THINGS WORK
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“independent,” that is, not coordinated with or
made at the direction of the candidate’s wishes.
Simply put, independent expenditures are ordinary
advertising that is directed at or against candidates. 

The second was soft money. Under the law, indi-
viduals, corporations, labor unions, and other
groups could give unlimited amounts of money to
political parties provided the money was not used to
back candidates by name. But the money could be

used in ways that helped candidates by financing
voter-registration and get-out-the-vote drives. Over
$270 million in soft money was spent during the
1996 presidential campaign. 

Campaign Finance Reform
Reform is a tricky word. We think it means fixing
something that has gone wrong, and so we are dis-
posed to support things called “reforms.” But some

The 2000 Election
The presidential race in 2000 was a cliffhanger,
producing the narrowest margin between the win-
ner and loser in this century. It all came down to
Florida, where the vote was so close that recounts
had to be ordered. After five weeks and a Supreme
Court decision that ended the recounts, George W.
Bush won Florida and the election, 271 electoral
votes to 267.

But even more astonishing than this razor-thin
race was why Vice President Al Gore did not win
with a landslide. The country was at peace, the
economy was booming, unemployment was less
than 4 percent, inflation scarcely existed, and the
stock market was near its record high, yet going
into the election Gore trailed in most public-opin-
ion polls, and in the election his popular vote was
only slightly ahead of that of Governor Bush.

This is not supposed to have happened. In gen-
eral, a good economy helps the party that controls
the White House. Take a look at Figure 8.3 on page
213. It shows that the better the economy, the bet-
ter the candidate of that party does in the presi-
dential race. Never in this century has the econo-
my been stronger than it was in 2000, yet Gore
rarely led in the polls (he should have been ahead
by eight points) and was in a squeaker of an elec-
tion. What went wrong for him?

No one is quite sure, but here are some guesses.
First, Gore had to run in the face of President Clin-
ton’s sexual and fund-raising scandals in the White
House. Though Americans liked the job Clinton did
as president, Gore believed they didn’t think he was 
a good man. Gore, as the vice president, believed he
had to confront a lot of anti-Clinton hostility. Gore
did what he could to deal with this problem by 
choosing as his vice-presidential nominee Senator
Joe Lieberman, one of the first Democrats to speak

out against Clinton, and by not letting Clinton cam-
paign for him except in a few carefully chosen 
places. Maybe this was not enough.

Second, Gore ran a more liberal campaign than
Bush did, in a country where liberals are a minority.
He denounced large corporations and opposed giv-
ing tax breaks to “the rich.” His campaign, designed
in part to get his hard-core followers to the polls,
may have irritated many more moderate voters.

Third, the economy in 2000 had been so good
for so long that the voters may no longer have
credited it to the Clinton-Gore administration.
There is no doubt that the economy does affect
most elections, but in the past that effect has
occurred when a good economy has suddenly gone
sour or a bleak one has suddenly gotten better.
When Franklin Roosevelt beat Herbert Hoover in
1932 and when Ronald Reagan beat Jimmy Carter
in 1980, the victors both took advantage of a sud-
den economic downturn. When George Bush the
elder beat Michael Dukakis in 1988, the elder Bush
took advantage of an upturn in economic news. 
In 2000 there was no recent change on which to
capitalize.

Long before the election, several political scien-
tists predicted its outcome, using economic models
to estimate that Gore would win between 53 and
60 percent of the vote. All were wrong. 

The Vice President
Gore, in picking Lieberman, chose to emphasize a
moderate Democrat who was an Orthodox Jew and
had been critical of Clinton. Bush, in picking former
Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, chose to empha-
size long Washington experience and a deep famil-
iarity with military and foreign-policy issues. The
Lieberman choice was especially interesting, not
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reforms can make matters worse. For example, the
campaign finance reforms enacted in the early
1970s helped matters in some ways by ensuring
that all campaign contributors would be identified
by name. But they made things worse in other ways
by, for example, requiring candidates to raise small
sums from many donors. This made it harder for
challengers to run (incumbents are much better

known and raise more money) and easier for
wealthy candidates to run because, under the law as
interpreted by the Supreme Court, candidates can
spend as much of their own money as they want.

After the 2000 campaign, a strong movement
developed in Congress to reform the reforms of the
1970s. The result was the Bipartisan Campaign
Finance Reform Act of 2002, which passed easily in

only because he was the first Jew to be on a major-
party ticket for national office, but because he did not
hesitate to discuss the importance of religion in pub-
lic affairs, a subject that many politicians avoid
because they fear that people will criticize them for
relaxing a barrier that is supposed to exist, in the eyes
of some people, between church and state.

The Campaign
The campaign was concentrated in a few key states
that held the balance of power. Everyone knew that
Bush would do well in the South and much of the
Midwest; everyone knew that Gore would do well in
New York, most of New England, and California.
That meant that the battleground would be in states
like Michigan, Missouri, Ohio, and Pennsylvania.

Nationally, Gore won more popular votes than
Bush, but failed to carry a key state: Florida. Bush
carried the state by only about 500 votes, a victory
that gave him the presidency. The Gore campaign
persuaded several Florida counties to recount ques-
tionable ballots, a process that continued for some
time until the Supreme Court stopped the recounts
just days before the final results had to be sent to
Congress. Some Democrats complained that Bush,
aided by the Supreme Court majority, had “stolen”
the victory. But a careful nonpartisan study of the
disputed ballots (see “The Florida Vote-Count
Controversy” on page 206) showed that Bush would
have won the election even if the Supreme Court had
not stopped the recounts.

Gore did well but he failed to carry his own state
(Tennessee) or Clinton’s (Arkansas).

The Role of Third Parties
Ross Perot led the Reform Party to a major show-
ing in 1992, when he got 19 percent of the vote,

and in 1996, when he won 9 percent. But in
2000, Pat Buchanan, a conservative Republican,
left his own party and won the Reform nomina-
tion. This enabled him to get access to the federal
election money available to parties that have won
at least 5 percent of the vote (in this case, around
$12 million), but Buchanan wound up with noth-
ing to show for it, getting less than 1 percent of
the vote. The Reform party will have no federal
money in 2004, and so it may not be long for this
world.

The major third-party effort was led by Ralph
Nader, who became the nominee of the Green
Party, an ultra-liberal group. Nader campaigned
hard on a slim budget, hoping to win at least 5 per-
cent of the vote and thus become eligible for feder-
al funds. But he won only 2 percent, meaning he
will have no federal money in 2004. But he did
frighten the Gore campaign: the polls showed that
most of his backers would have supported Gore if
Nader had not run. Nader may have kept Gore
from winning Florida and the presidency.  

Congress
The Republicans managed to keep control of the
House, but with a reduced majority of five seats.
Usually the party that wins the White House picks
up House seats, but that did not happen in 2000
(or with Clinton in 1992 or the older Bush in
1988). In early 2001, the Republicans also had 50
Senate seats, enough (with the tie-breaking votes
that could be cast by Vice President Cheney) to give
them control. But in Spring 2001, Senator James
Jeffords abandoned the Republican party and
became an independent, giving control of the
Senate to the Democrats, 51 to 49.
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the House and Senate and was signed by President
Bush.

The law made three important changes. First, it
banned “soft money” contributions to national polit-
ical parties from corporations and unions. After the
federal elections in 2002, no national party or party
committee can accept soft money. Any money the
national parties get must come from “hard
money”—that is, individual donations or PAC con-
tributions as limited by federal law.

Second, the limit on individual contributions was
raised from $1,000 per candidate per election to
$2,000.

Third, “independent expenditures” by corpora-
tions, labor unions, trade associations, and (under
certain circumstances) nonprofit organizations are
sharply restricted. Now none of these organizations
can use their own money to refer to a clearly identi-

fied federal candidate in any advertisement during
the sixty days preceding a general election or the
thirty days preceding a primary contest. (PACs can
still refer to candidates in their ads, but of course
PACs are restricted to “hard money”—that is, the
amount they can spend under federal law.)

Immediately after the law was signed, critics filed
suit in federal court claiming that it was unconstitu-
tional. The suit brought together a number of organ-
izations that rarely work together, such as the
American Civil Liberties Union and the National
Right to Life Committee.

The suit’s central arguments are that the ban on
independent spending that “refers to” clearly identi-
fied candidates sixty days before an election is
unconstitutional because it is an abridgement of the
right of free speech. Under the law, an organization
need not even endorse or oppose a candidate; it is

The Florida Vote-Count Controversy
The presidential election of 2000 was decided in
favor of George W. Bush on December 12, 2000,
when the U.S. Supreme Court suspended the
counting of disputed ballots in Florida as ordered
by the Florida Supreme Court. When the recount-
ing was halted, Bush was ahead by 537 votes. But
would Bush have won Florida and the election
anyway?

According to an exhaustive nine-month analy-
sis of 175,010 Florida ballots conducted by eight
media organizations in 2001 with the help of the
National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the
University of Chicago, the answer is yes. The
analysis suggested that if the U.S. Supreme Court
had allowed the vote counting ordered by the
Florida Supreme Court to continue, Bush still
would have won Florida by 493 votes, rather than
by 537 votes. Likewise, the analysis suggested that
if Al Gore had won his original request for hand
counts in just four heavily Democratic Florida
counties, Bush would have won by 225 votes.

But the controversy was hardly settled by these
results. For one thing, the NORC study also sug-
gested that a majority of Florida voters who went
to the polls on November 7, 2000, went intending
to vote for Gore, but thousands more Gore than

Bush voters failed to cast their ballots for their
favorite candidate because of mistakes engendered
by confusing ballots. For another, the NORC
study’s findings further indicated that, had the bal-
lots been recounted using the exacting “equal pro-
tection” standard that the U.S. Supreme Court
ruled was constitutionally necessary but that was
impossible to complete given legal time limits, Gore
probably would have won.

The U.S. Supreme Court’s five-to-four decision
in Bush v. Gore was hotly debated at the time it was
announced, and it has only grown more contro-
versial since. Even some conservative Republicans
who wanted Bush to win have criticized not only
the Florida Supreme Court for extending the
recounts, but the U.S. Supreme Court’s majority
for deciding the issue as it did. They would have
preferred the Florida Supreme Court to do nothing
except uphold the state’s vote recount law and,
failing that, the U.S. Supreme Court to allow
Congress to decide the matter as the Constitution
seems to require. 

Sources: Jackie Calmes and Edward P. Foldessy, “Florida Revisited:
Bush Wins Without Supreme Court Help,” Wall Street Journal
(November 2001); E.J. Dionne and William J. Kristol, eds., Bush v.
Gore (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2001).



Money 207

ing across consistently as a reasonable, likable per-
son. Rash, disagreeable extremists need not apply.

Since both major candidates get the same amount
of federal money for the general-election campaign,
money does not make much of a difference in deter-
mining the winner. Other factors that also do not
make much of a difference include the following:

• Vice-presidential nominee: There has rarely been
an election in which his or her identity has made a
difference.

• Political reporting: It may make a difference in
some elections, but not in presidential ones.

• Religion: Being a Catholic was once a barrier, but
since John F. Kennedy was elected president in
1960, this is no longer true.

• Abortion: This probably affects who gets a party’s
nomination, but in the general election ardent
supporters and ardent opponents are about even-
ly balanced.

• New voting groups: Political scientists have shown
that, whatever reporters may say, “angry white
males” did not elect the Republican Congress in
1994 and “soccer moms” did not elect Bill Clinton
in 1996.12

In congressional races, however, in general it seems
that money does make a decisive difference. Scholars
are not entirely agreed on the facts, but there is strong
evidence that how much the challenger spends is most
important, because the challenger usually must
become known to the public. Buying name recognition
is expensive. Gary Jacobson has shown that, other
things being equal, in every congressional election
from 1972 to the mid-1980s, challengers who spent
more money did better than those who spent less.13

Jacobson also suggested that how much the incum-
bents spent was not very important, presumably
because they already had all the name recognition
they needed (as well as the other benefits of holding
office, such as free mail and travel). Other scholars,
applying different statistical methods to the same facts,
have come to different conclusions. It now seems that,
other things being equal, high-spending incumbents
do better than low-spending ones.14 It also now seems
that ever higher spending by incumbents, both in
absolute dollars and relative to what challengers
spend, has become the congressional campaign norm.
As Table 8.3 shows, in 1978 average incumbent
spending in congressional races was $284,577, aver-
age challenger spending was $202,863, and the

enough that it mention a politician. This means that
an organization, sixty days before an election, can-
not say that it “supports (or opposes) a bill proposed
by Congressman Hastert.”

Newspapers, magazines, and radio and television
stations are not affected by the law, so that they can
say whatever they want for or against a candidate.
One way of evaluating the law is to observe that it
shifts influence away from businesses and unions
and toward the media. 

Groups defending the law argue that its restric-
tions are constitutionally sound. As of the summer
of 2002, no court decision had been announced.

Money and Winning
In the general election for president money does not
make much difference, because both major-party
candidates have the same amount, contributed by
the federal government. During peacetime presiden-
tial elections are usually decided by three things:
political party affiliation, the state of the economy,
and the character of the candidates.

For all the talk about voting for “the person, not
the party,” history teaches that at least 80 percent of
the presidential vote will go to the candidates of the
two main parties. This means that a presidential
election will normally be decided by the 20 percent
of voters who cannot be counted on to vote either
Democratic or Republican.

In good economic times the party holding the
White House normally does well; in poor times it does
badly. This is sometimes called the “pocketbook vote.”
But it is not clear whose pocketbook determines how
a person will vote. Many people who are doing well
financially will vote against the party in power if the
country as a whole is not doing well. A person who is
doing well may have friends or family members who
are doing poorly. Or the well-off voter may think that
if the country is doing poorly, he or she will soon feel
the pinch by losing a job or losing customers.

Voters also care about character, and so some
money from presidential campaign coffers goes to
fund “character ads.” Character here means several
things: Is the candidate honest and reliable? Does the
candidate think as the voter thinks about social
issues such as crime, abortion, and school prayer?
Does the candidate act presidential? Acting presiden-
tial seems to mean being an effective speaker, display-
ing dignity and compassion, sounding like someone
who can take charge and get things done, and com-
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incumbent-to-challenger spending ratio was 1.40. By
1996 the average for incumbents had soared to
$630,852, the average for challengers had grown to
$254,964, and the incumbency spending advantage
was 2.47.

That money makes a difference does not mean it
makes the only difference. In 1986 and 1988
Republican challengers for Senate seats spent more
money than the Democratic incumbents to whom
they lost. Political party, incumbency, and issues also
affect the outcomes of congressional elections.

Incumbents find it easier to raise money than do
challengers; incumbents provide services to their
districts that challengers cannot; incumbents regu-
larly send free (“franked”) mail to their constituents,
while challengers must pay for their mailings;
incumbents can get free publicity by sponsoring 
legislation or conducting an investigation. Thus it 
is hardly surprising that incumbents who run for
reelection win in the overwhelming majority of
races.

What Decides the Election?

To the voter it all seems quite simple—he or she
votes for “the best person” or maybe “the least-bad
person.” To scholars it is all a bit mysterious. How do
voters decide who the best person is? What does
“best” mean, anyway?

Party
One answer to these questions is party identification.
People may say that they are voting for the “best per-
son,” but for many people the best person is always a
Democrat or a Republican. Moreover, we have seen in
Chapter 5 that many people know rather little about
the details of political issues. They may not even know
what position their favored candidate has taken on
issues that the voters care about. Given these facts
many scholars have argued that party identification is
the principal determinant of how people vote.15

If it were only a matter of party identification,
though, the Democrats would always win the presi-
dency, since more people identify with the
Democratic than the Republican party (that gap
narrowed, however, in the early 1980s). But we
know that the Democrats lost six of the nine presi-
dential elections between 1968 and 2000. Here are
three reasons for this.

First, those people who consider themselves
Democrats are less firmly wedded to their party than
are Republicans. Table 8.4 shows how people identi-
fying themselves as Democrats, Republicans, or inde-
pendents voted in presidential elections from 1960 to
2000. In every election except 1992, at least 80 per-
cent of Republican voters supported the Republican
candidate in each election. By contrast, there have
been more defections among Democratic voters—in
1972 a third of Democrats supported Nixon, and in
1984 some 26 percent supported Reagan.

Average Incumbent Average Challenger Incumbent-to-Challenger
Year Spending Spending Number of Races Spending Ratio Median Ratio

1978 $284,577 $202,863 235* 1.40 1.93
1980 $298,510 $174,031 338 1.72 3.82
1982 $400,630 $202,689 315 1.98 3.24
1984 $417,815 $192,433 338 2.17 4.47
1986 $488,447 $175,418 319 2.78 5.39
1988 $496,894 $148,723 328 3.34 7.08
1990 $479,969 $124,899 321 3.84 10.02
1992 $609,060 $172,802 307 3.52 5.35
1994 $573,374 $223,664 328 2.56 4.68
1996 $630,852 $254,964 357 2.47 5.11

Total $473,421 $187,587 3,186 2.52 4.66

*Number of cases is small due to nonfilers.

Source: Stephen Ansolabehere and James Snyder, “The Sources of the Incumbency Advantage in Congressional Campaign Finance,”
Department of Political Science, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, June 1997, 29.

Table 8.3 The Incumbency Advantage in Congressional Campaign Spending (constant 1992 dollars)
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Issues, Especially the Economy
Even though voters may not know a lot about the
issues, that does not mean that issues play no role in
elections or that voters respond irrationally to them.
For example, V. O. Key, Jr., looked at those voters who
switched from one party to another between elec-
tions and found that most of them switched in a
direction consistent with their own interests. As Key
put it, the voters are not fools.16

Moreover, voters may know a lot more than we
suppose about issues that really matter to them.
They may have hazy, even erroneous, views about
monetary policy, Central America, and the trade
deficit, but they are likely to have a very good idea
about whether unemployment is up or down, prices

The second reason, also clear from Table 8.3, is
that the Republicans do much better than the
Democrats among the self-described “independent”
voters. In every election since 1960 (except 1964,
1992, and 1996), the Republican candidate has
won a larger percentage of the independent vote
than the Democratic nominee; in fact the
Republicans usually got a majority of the independ-
ents, who tend to be younger whites.

Finally, a higher percentage of Republicans than
Democrats vote in elections. In every presidential
contest in the past thirty years, those describing
themselves as “strongly Republican” have been
much more likely to vote than those describing
themselves as “strongly Democratic.”

National Republicans Democrats Independents

1960 Kennedy 50% 5% 84% 43%
Nixon 50 95 16 57

1964 Johnson 61 20 87 56
Goldwater 39 80 13 44

1968 Humphrey 43 9 74 31
Nixon 43 86 12 44
Wallace 14 5 14 25

1972 McGovern 38 5 67 31
Nixon 62 95 33 69

1976 Carter 51 11 80 48
Ford 49 89 20 52

1980a Carter 41 11 66 30
Reagan 51 84 26 54
Anderson 7 4 6 12

1984 Mondale 41 7 73 35
Reagan 59 92 26 63

1988 Dukakis 46 8 82 43
Bush 54 91 17 55

1992 Clinton 43 10 77 38
Bush 38 73 10 32
Perot 19 17 13 30

1996 Clinton 49 13 84 43
Dole 41 80 10 35
Perot 8 6 5 17

2000 Gore 49 8 86 45
Bush 48 91 11 47

aThe figures for 1980, 1984, 1988, and 1996 fail to add up to 100 percent because of missing data.

Sources: Gallup poll data, compiled by Robert D. Cantor, Voting Behavior and Presidential Elections (Itasca,
Ill.: F. E. Peacock, 1975), 35; Gerald M. Pomper, The Election of 1976 (New York: David McKay, 1977), 61;
Gerald M. Pomper et al., The Election of 1980 (Chatham, N.J.: Chatham House, 1981), 71; New York
Times/CBS Poll, November 5, 1992.

Table 8.4 Percentage of Popular Vote by Groups in Presidential Elections, 
1960–2000
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at the supermarket are stable or rising, or crime is a
problem in their neighborhoods. And on some
issues—such as abortion, school prayer, and race
relations—they are likely to have some strong prin-
ciples that they want to see politicians obey.

Contrary to what we learn in our civics classes, rep-
resentative government does not require voters to be
well informed on the issues. If it were our duty as citi-
zens to have accurate facts and sensible ideas about
how best to negotiate with foreign adversaries, stabi-
lize the value of the dollar, revitalize failing industries,
and keep farmers prosperous, we might as well forget
about citizenship and head for the beach. It would be a
full-time job, and then some, to be a citizen. Politics
would take on far more importance in our lives than
most of us would want, given our need to earn a living
and our belief in the virtues of limited government.

To see why our system can function without well-
informed citizens, we must understand the differences
between two ways in which issues can affect elections.

■ Prospective Voting Prospective means “forward-
looking”; we vote prospectively when we examine the
views that the rival candidates have on the issues of
the day and then cast our ballots for the person we

think has the best ideas for handling these matters.
Prospective voting requires a lot of information
about issues and candidates. Some of us do vote
prospectively. Those who do tend to be political junkies.
They are either willing to spend a lot of time learning
about issues or are so concerned about some big issue
(abortion, school busing, nuclear energy) that all they
care about is how a candidate stands on that question.

Prospective voting is more common among peo-
ple who are political activists, have a political ideolo-
gy that governs their voting decision, or are involved
in interest groups with a big stake in the election.
They are a minority of all voters, but (as we saw in
Chapters 5 and 6) they are more influential than
their numbers would suggest. Some prospective vot-
ers (by no means all) are organized into single-issue
groups, to be discussed in the next section.

■ Retrospective Voting Retrospective means
“backward-looking”; retrospective voting involves
looking at how things have gone in the recent past
and then voting for the party that controls the White
House if we like what has happened and voting
against that party if we don’t like what has happened.
Retrospective voting does not require us to have a lot

The Congressional Election of 2002
Suddenly the president’s coattails grew longer.
After decades in which the president’s party lost
strength in Congress during the off-year election,
the Republicans, led by President George W. Bush,
gained strength. 

The Republicans picked up two Senate seats, thus
returning that chamber to Republican control 
(51  Republicans, 48 Democrats, 1 Independent, and
1 seat still undecided), and they expanded their con-
trol of the House by about eight seats (Republicans
229, Democrats 205, and 1 Independent).

At the state level, Republicans lost some gover-
norships so that in 2003 the parties were almost
evenly split, 26 Republicans and 24 Democrats.
Despite losing a few governorships, the Republicans
increased their strength in state legislatures so that
they and the Democrats have almost the same num-
ber of seats, with the Republicans controlling both
state houses in more states than do the Democrats.

How did this happen? Not since the direct elec-
tion of senators became possible in 1913 has the

party of an incumbent president been able, during
an off-year election, to regain control of the Senate
from its opponents. Not since 1934, when
Franklin Roosevelt was president, has the presi-
dent’s party increased its control of both the House
and the Senate in an off-year election.

There seem to be three reasons: Bush was per-
sonally very popular, he campaigned hard in the
key states, and voters were worried about terror-
ism and a possible war with Iraq and trusted him
to manage those issues well. In the closely fought
contests, voter turnout went up despite predictions
that it would go down.

There are at least three lessons from this experi-
ence. First, presidential popularity remains impor-
tant, especially in times of international tension.
Second, the country is deeply divided between the
two major parties. Third, it is increasingly difficult
to predict election results since fewer and fewer
people are responding to polls. 
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no longer seemed to be getting pushed around over-
seas. In 1980 retrospective voters wanted change; in
1984 they wanted continuity. In 1988 there was no
incumbent running, but George Bush portrayed him-
self as the candidate who would continue the policies
that had led to prosperity and depicted Michael
Dukakis as a “closet liberal” who would change those
policies. In 1992 the economy had once again turned
sour, and so voters turned away from Bush and toward
his rivals, Bill Clinton and Ross Perot.

Though most incumbent members of Congress get
reelected, those who lose do so, it appears, largely
because they are the victims of retrospective voting.

of information—all we need to know is whether
things have, in our view, gotten better or worse.

Elections are decided by retrospective voters.17 In
1980 they decided to vote against Jimmy Carter
because inflation was rampant, interest rates were
high, and we seemed to be getting the worst of things
overseas. The evidence suggests rather clearly that
they did not vote for Ronald Reagan; they voted for an
alternative to Jimmy Carter. (Some people did vote for
Reagan and his philosophy; they were voting prospec-
tively, but they were in the minority.) In 1984 people
voted for Ronald Reagan because unemployment,
inflation, and interest rates were down and because we

Forecasting Presidential Election Outcomes
In August 2000, a panel of political scientists
offered forecasts for the 2000 presidential election.
Although they differed in many particulars, most
of the forecasters’ models emphasized three fac-
tors: rates of economic growth, trends in the
incumbent president’s public approval ratings, and
opinion polls concerning which candidate will best
promote peace and prosperity in the future. At that
time, the economy was booming. President Bill
Clinton, the two-term incumbent Democrat,
enjoyed high approval ratings, and surveyed voters
were generally split concerning which, if any, can-
didate could command future conditions.

The consensus prediction was that Clinton’s
vice president, Democratic candidate Al Gore,
would beat then-Governor of Texas George W.
Bush, his Republican opponent, by six points or
more. The most widely cited forecast model had
Gore winning 56.2 percent of the two-party vote
and beating Bush by over ten percentage points.
Gore did get a majority of the popular vote, but
only 50.2 percent, a virtual dead heat. Following
the Florida vote-count controversy (see box on
page 206), Bush was awarded a majority of votes
in the electoral college (see Chapter 12, page 334)
and became president. 

Many journalists, and not a few political scien-
tists themselves, have concluded that the forecast-
ers’ failure in 2000 demonstrates that such funda-
mentals as economic conditions matter less, while
unique circumstances and campaign tactics mat-
ter more, than has generally been believed, and

that these idiosyncratic factors matter in ways that
cannot be meaningfully captured by even the most
sophisticated statistical models. For example,
according to one expert, Gore lost because he “did-
n’t run a campaign consistent with the models”:
he did not stress the good economy, he did not
embrace the popular incumbent president of his
own party, and he was too wooden as a public per-
sonality to woo most voters into thinking that he
could guarantee them peace and prosperity in the
future.

Other experts, however, argue instead that
while no one statistical model accurately predicted
the presidential race of 2000, a sort of supermod-
el based on a new statistical technique would have
predicted it almost exactly right. For example,
when political scientists Larry M. Bartels and John
Zaller combined certain key features of forty-eight
different models, they were thereby able to “fore-
cast” the 2000 presidential election within a per-
centage point or two of the actual results.

The real issue, however, is not whether these
models can predict close elections but whether
they call our attention to the main factors that
influence elections. And the main factors are,
indeed, economic conditions and high approval
ratings. But “main factors” are not enough.
Campaigns and subtle voter judgments also mat-
ter. No statistical model can capture these factors. 

Predictions based on statistical models tell us
what we know. But we don’t know, and probably
never will know, enough to call a close election.
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After Reagan was first elected, the economy went into
a recession in 1981–1982. As a result Republican
members of Congress were penalized by the voters,
and Democratic challengers were helped. But it is not
just the economy that can hurt congressional candi-
dates. Since 1860 every midterm election but one
(1934) has witnessed a loss of congressional seats by
the party holding the White House. Just why this
should be is not entirely clear, but it probably has some-
thing to do with the tendency of some voters to change
their opinions of the presidential party once that party
has had a chance to govern—which is to say, a chance
to make some mistakes, disappoint some supporters,
and irritate some interests.

Some scholars believe that retrospective voting is
based largely on economic conditions. Figure 8.3
certainly provides support for this view. Each dot
represents a presidential election (fourteen of them,

The Hispanic Vote
Some people call the Hispanic vote the “sleeping
giant.” In 1998 there were an estimated 30 mil-
lion people of Hispanic origin in the United States,
making them a potentially powerful voting bloc.
But two things reduce this power considerably.

First, only about 2 million Hispanics voted in
the 1980 and 1984 presidential elections. And in
1998, although they were about 10 percent of the
population, they cast only 5 percent of the votes.
The main reason for this low turnout is that many
Hispanic citizens are not registered to vote. In addi-
tion, about one-third of all Hispanics are resident
aliens and hence not entitled to register.

Second, the Hispanic vote is not homogeneous.
Cuban Americans, many of them concentrated in
the Miami area, tend to be strongly Republican,
while Mexican Americans are strongly
Democratic. But Mexican Americans outnumber
Cuban Americans, and the Hispanic vote national-
ly has favored Democrats in every election since
1980, albeit more strongly in recent presidential
elections than in midterm congressional elections.
In 2000, George W. Bush did reasonably well
among Hispanics.

Because the Hispanic vote is chiefly located in a
few key states—California, Texas, and New York—
any presidential candidate who can succeed in get-

ting Hispanic voters to the polls could enjoy a big
advantage. These three states have almost half of
the total number of electoral votes needed to win
the presidency. In nearly two dozen congressional
districts in these states the Hispanic vote has
already become crucial to winning election to
Congress; it remains to be seen how or when the
Hispanic vote will take on the same importance on
the national level.

Source: New York Times (November 9, 1998): A20.

from 1948 to 2000). The horizontal axis is the per-
centage increase or decrease in per capita disposable
income (adjusted for inflation) during the election
year. The vertical axis is the percentage of the two-
party vote won by the party already occupying the
White House. You can see that, as per capita income
goes up (as you move to the right on the horizontal
axis), the incumbent political party tends to win a
bigger share of the vote.

Other scholars feel that matters are more compli-
cated than this. As a result a small industry has
grown up consisting of people who use different tech-
niques to forecast the outcome of elections. If you
know how the president stands in the opinion polls
several months before the election and how well the
economy is performing, you can make a pretty good
guess as to who is going to win the presidency. For
congressional races predicting is a lot tougher,
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Figure 8.3 Economic Performance and Vote for the 
Incumbent President’s Party

because so many local factors affect these contests.
Election forecasting remains an inexact science. As
one study of the performance of presidential election
forecasting models and the 1992 election concluded,
“Models may be no improvement over pundits.”18

The Campaign
If party loyalty and national economic conditions
play so large a role in elections, is the campaign just
sound and fury, signifying nothing?

No. Campaigns can make a difference in three
ways. First, they reawaken the partisan loyalties of
voters. Right after a party’s nominating convention
selects a presidential candidate, that person’s stand-
ing with voters of both parties goes way up in the
polls. The reason is that the just-nominated candi-
date has received a lot of media attention during the
summer months, when not much else is happening.
When the campaign gets under way, however, both
candidates get publicity, and voters return to their
normal Democratic or Republican affiliations.19

Second, campaigns give voters a chance to watch
how the candidates handle pressure, and they give
candidates a chance to apply that pressure. The two
rivals, after promising to conduct a campaign “on the
issues” without mudslinging, immediately start
searching each other’s personal histories and records
to find acts, statements, or congressional votes that
can be shown in the worst possible light in newspaper
or television ads. In 1988 George Bush asserted that
as governor, Michael Dukakis had vetoed a bill to
make the Pledge of Allegiance mandatory in the
Massachusetts schools; Dukakis retaliated by saying
that Bush had to accept responsibility for some of the
scandals of the Reagan administration, because “a
fish rots from the head.” Many voters don’t like these
“negative ads”—but they work. Careful statistical
studies based on actual campaigns (as opposed to
voter surveys or laboratory-like focus group studies)
suggest that negative ads work by stimulating voter
turnout.20 As a result every politician constantly wor-
ries about how an opponent might portray his or her
record, a fact that helps explain why so many politi-
cians never do or say anything that can’t be explained
in a thirty-second television spot.

Third, campaigns allow voters an opportunity to
judge the character and core values of the candi-
dates. Most voters don’t study in detail a candidate’s
positions on issues; even if they had the time, they
know that you can’t predict how politicians will

behave just from knowing what a campaign manag-
er has written in a position paper. The voters want
some guidance as to how a candidate will behave
once elected. They get that guidance by listening not
to the details of what a candidate says but to the
themes and tone of those statements. Is the candi-
date tough on crime and drugs? Are his or her state-
ments about the environment sincere or perfunc-
tory? Does the candidate favor having a strong 
military? Does the candidate care more about not
raising taxes or more about helping the homeless?

The desire of voters to discern character, com-
bined with the mechanics of modern campaigning—
short radio and television ads and computer-targeted
direct mail—lend themselves to an emphasis on
themes at the expense of details. This tendency is
reinforced by the expectations of ideological party
activists and single-issue groups.

Thematic campaigning, negative ads, and the
demands of single-issue groups are not new; they are
as old as the republic. In the nineteenth century the
theme was slavery and the single-issue groups were
abolitionists and their opponents; their negative ads



make the ones we have today sound like Sunday
school sermons. At the turn of the century the
themes were temperance and the vote for women;
both issues led to no-holds-barred, rough-and-
tumble campaigning. In the 1970s and 1980s 
new themes were advanced by fundamentalist
Christians and by pro- and antiabortion groups.

What has changed is not the tone of campaign-
ing but the advent of primary elections. Once, 
political parties picked candidates out of a desire to
win elections. Today activists and single-issue groups
influence the selection of candidates, sometimes out
of a belief that it is better to lose with the “right” can-
didate than to win with the wrong one. In a five-can-
didate primary, only 21 percent of the voters can pick
the winner. Single-issue groups can make a big differ-
ence under these conditions, even though they may
not have much influence in the general election.

Finding a Winning Coalition
Putting together a winning electoral coalition
means holding on to your base among committed

partisans and attracting the swing voters who cast
their ballots in response to issues (retrospectively or
prospectively) and personalities.

There are two ways to examine the nature of the
parties’ voting coalitions. One is to ask what percent-
age of various identifiable groups in the population
supported the Democratic or Republican candidate
for president. The other is to ask what proportion of a
party’s total vote came from each of these groups.
The answer to the first question tells us how loyal
African Americans, farmers, union members, and
others are to the Democratic or Republican party or
candidate; the answer to the second question tells us
how important each group is to a candidate or party.

For the Democratic coalition African Americans are
the most loyal voters. In every election but one since
1952, two-thirds or more of all African Americans
voted Democratic; since 1964 four-fifths have gone
Democratic. Usually, Jewish voters are almost as solid-
ly Democratic. Most Hispanics have been Democrats,
though the label “Hispanic” conceals differences
among Cuban Americans (who often vote Republican)
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and Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans (who are
strongly Democratic). The turnout among most
Hispanic groups has been quite low (many are not yet
citizens), so their political power is not equivalent to
their numbers (see the box on page 212).

The Democrats have lost their once strong hold on
Catholics, southerners, and union members. In 1960
Catholics supported John F. Kennedy (a Democrat and
fellow Catholic), but they also voted for Eisenhower,
Nixon, and Reagan, all Republicans. Union members
deserted the Democrats in 1968 and 1972, came back
in 1980 and 1988, and divided about evenly between
the two parties in 1952, 1956, and 1980. White
southerners have voted Republican in national elec-
tions but Democratic in many local ones (see Table 8.5).

The Republican party is often described as the
party of business and professional people. The loyal-
ty of these groups to Republicans is in fact strong:
only in 1964 did they desert the Republican candi-
date to support Lyndon Johnson. Farmers have usu-
ally been Republican, but they are a volatile group,
highly sensitive to the level of farm prices—and thus
quick to change parties. They abandoned the
Republicans in 1948 and 1964. Contrary to popular
wisdom, the Republican party usually wins a major-
ity of the votes of poor people (defined as those earn-
ing less than roughly $5,000 a year). Only in 1964
did most poor people support the Democratic candi-
date. This can be explained by the fact that the poor
include quite different elements—low-income blacks

Percentage of various groups saying that they voted for the Democratic presidential candidate, 1964–2000.

1964 1968a 1972 1976 1980c 1984 1988 1992d 1996 2000

Sex
Men 60% 41% 37% 53% 37% 37% 41% 41% 43% 42%
Women 62 45 38 48 45 42 49 46 54 54

Race
White 59 38 32 46 36 34 40 39 43 42
Nonwhite 94 85 87 85 82 90 86 82 84 90

Education
College 52 37 37 42 35 40 43 44 47 45
Grad school 66 52 49 58 43 49 56 55 52 52

Occupation
Professional 54 34 31 42 33 37 40 NA NA NA

and business
Blue-collar 71 50 43 58 46 46 50 NA NA NA

Age
Under 30 64 47 48 53 43 41 47 44 53 48
50 and over 59 41 36 52 41e 39 49 50 48g 48

Religion
Protestant 55 35 30 46 NA NA 33f 33 36 42
Catholic 76 59 48 57 40 44 47 44 53 50
Jewishb 89 85 66 68 45 66 64 78 78 79

Southerners 52 31 29 54 47 36 41 42 46 NA

a1968 election had three major candidates (Humphrey, Nixon, and Wallace). bJewish vote estimated from various sources; since the number of
Jewish persons interviewed is often less than 100, the error in this figure, as well as that for nonwhites, may be large. c1980 election had three
major candidates (Carter, Reagan, and Anderson). d1992 election had three major candidates (Clinton, Bush, and Perot). eFor 1980–1992, refers to
age 60 and over. fFor 1988, white Protestants only. gFor 1996, refers to age 45 and over.

Sources: For 1964–1976: Gallup poll data, as tabulated in Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, “Changing Patterns of Electoral Competition,” in The New American
Political System, ed. Anthony King (Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 1978), 264–256. For 1980–1992: Data from New York
Times/CBS News exit polls. For 1996: Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 1997, p. 188; For 2000: Exit polls supplied by ABC news.

Table 8.5 Who Likes the Democrats?
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(who are Democrats) and many elderly, retired per-
sons (who usually vote Republican).

In sum, the loyalty of most identifiable groups of
voters to either party is not overwhelming. Only
African Americans, businesspeople, and Jews usual-
ly give two-thirds or more of their votes to one party
or the other; other groups display tendencies, but
none that cannot be overcome.

The contribution that each of these groups
makes to the party coalitions is a different matter.
Though African Americans are overwhelmingly and
persistently Democratic, they make up so small a
portion of the total electorate that they have never
accounted for more than a quarter of the total
Democratic vote (see Table 8.6). The groups that
make up the largest part of the Democratic vote—
Catholics, union members, southerners—are also
the least dependable parts of that coalition.21

When representatives of various segments of soci-
ety make demands on party leaders and presidential
candidates, they usually stress their numbers or their
loyalty, but rarely both. African American leaders,
for example, sometimes describe the black vote as
being of decisive importance to Democrats and thus
deserving of special consideration from a Democratic
president. But African Americans are so loyal that a
Democratic candidate can almost take their votes for
granted, and in any event they are not as numerous
as other groups. Union leaders emphasize how many
union voters there are, but a president will know that
union leaders cannot “deliver” the union vote and

that this vote may go to the president’s opponent,
whatever the leaders say. For any presidential candi-
date a winning coalition must be put together anew
for each election. Only a few voters can be taken for
granted or written off as a lost cause.

The Effects of Elections 
on Policy

To the candidates, and perhaps to the voters, the
only interesting outcome of an election is who won.
To a political scientist the interesting outcomes are
the broad trends in winning and losing and what
they imply about the attitudes of voters, the oper-
ation of the electoral system, the fate of political par-
ties, and the direction of public policy.

Figure 8.4 shows the trend in the popular vote for
president since before the Civil War. From 1876 to
1896 the Democrats and Republicans were hotly
competitive. The Republicans won three times, the
Democrats twice in close contests. Beginning in
1896 the Republicans became the dominant party,
and except for 1912 and 1916, when Woodrow
Wilson, a Democrat, was able to win owing to a split
in the Republican party, the Republicans carried
every presidential election until 1932. Then
Franklin Roosevelt put together what has since
become known as the “New Deal coalition,” and the
Democrats became the dominant party. They won
every election until 1952, when Eisenhower, a

1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996

Poor (income under $3,000 19% 16% 15% 12% 10% 7% 5% 8% 5% 5% 5%
before 1980, $5,000 in 1990)

Black (and nonwhite) 5 7 12 19 22 16 22 24 15 23 25
Union member (or union 36 31 32 28 32 33 32 32 27 21 23

member in family)
Catholic (and other non- 38 47 36 40 34 35 32 47 43 46 44

Protestant)
South (including border states) 23 27 21 24 25 36 39 29 24 33 31
Central cities (12 largest 19 19 15 14 14 11 12 12 14 NA 6

metropolitan areas)

aThe figures shown represent the percentage of the party’s vote in any specific election attributable to the group in question.

Source: Extracted from figures presented by Robert Axelrod, “Communications,” American Political Science Review (June 1981). Updated by Daron
Shaw; ICPSR American National Election Study, 1992, Pre- and Post-Election Surveys. 1996 estimates based on analyses of NES data by Daron R. Shaw.

Table 8.6 The Contribution Made to Democratic Vote Totals by Various Groups, 1956–1996a
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Figure 8.4 Partisan Division of the Presidential Vote in the Nation, 1856–2000

Republican and a popular military hero, was elected
for the first of his two terms. In the dozen presiden-
tial elections since 1952, power has switched hands
between the parties six times.

Still, cynics complain that elections are meaning-
less: no matter who wins, crooks, incompetents, or
self-serving politicians still hold office. The more char-
itable argue that elected officials are usually decent
enough but that public policy remains more or less
the same no matter which official or party is in office.

There is no brief and simple response to this latter
view. Much depends on which office or policy you
examine. One reason it is so hard to generalize about
the policy effects of elections is that the offices to be
filled by the voters are so numerous and the ability of
the political parties to unite these officeholders
behind a common policy is so weak that any policy
proposal must run a gauntlet of potential oppo-
nents. Though we have but two major parties, and
though only one party can win the presidency, each
party is a weak coalition of diverse elements that
reflect the many divisions in public opinion. The

proponents of a new law must put together a major-
ity coalition almost from scratch, and a winning
coalition on one issue tends to be somewhat differ-
ent—quite often dramatically different—from a
winning coalition on another issue.

In a parliamentary system with strong parties,
such as that in Great Britain, an election can often
have a major effect on public policy. When the
Labour party won office in 1945, it put several
major industries under public ownership and
launched a comprehensive set of social services,
including a nationalized health care plan. Its ambi-
tious and controversial campaign platform was con-
verted, almost item by item, into law. When the
Conservative party returned to power in 1951, it
accepted some of these changes but rejected others
(for example, it denationalized the steel industry).

American elections, unless accompanied by a
national crisis such as a war or a depression, rarely
produce changes of the magnitude of those that
occurred in Britain in 1945. The constitutional 
system within which our elections take place was
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designed to moderate the pace of change—to make
it neither easy nor impossible to adopt radical pro-
posals. But the fact that the system is intended to
moderate the rate of change does not mean that it
will always work that way.

The election of 1860 brought to national power
a party committed to opposing the extension of
slavery and southern secession; it took a bloody war
to vindicate that policy. The election of 1896 led to
the dominance of a party committed to high tariffs,
a strong currency, urban growth, and business
prosperity—a commitment that was not signifi-
cantly altered until 1932. The election of that year
led to the New Deal, which produced the greatest
single enlargement of federal authority since 1860.
The election of 1964 gave the Democrats such a
large majority in Congress (as well as control of the
presidency) that there began to issue forth an
extraordinary number of new policies of sweeping
significance—Medicare and Medicaid, federal aid to
education and to local law enforcement, two dozen
environmental and consumer protection laws, the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, a revision of the immi-
gration laws, and a new cabinet-level Department
of Housing and Urban Development.

The election of 1980 brought into office an
administration determined to reverse the direction of
policy over the preceding half century. Reagan’s
administration succeeded in obtaining large tax cuts,
significant reductions in spending (or in the rate of
increase of spending) on some domestic programs,
and changes in the policies of some regulatory agen-
cies. The election of 1982, in which the Democrats
made gains in the House of Representatives, stiffened
congressional resistance to further spending cuts
and stimulated renewed interest in tax increases as a
way of reducing the deficit. Following the election of
1984 a major tax reform plan was passed. After the
1996 election Clinton and Republican congressional
leaders agreed on a plan to balance the budget.

In view of all these developments it is hard to
argue that the pace of change in our government is
always slow or that elections never make a differ-
ence. Studies by scholars confirm that elections are
often significant, despite the difficulty of getting

laws passed. One analysis of about fourteen hundred
promises made between 1944 and 1964 in the plat-
forms of the two major parties revealed that 72 per-
cent were put into effect.22

Another study examined the party platforms of
the Democrats and Republicans from 1844 to 1968
and all the laws passed by Congress between 1789
and 1968. By a complex statistical method, the
author of the study was able to show that during
certain periods the differences between the plat-
forms of the two parties were especially large (1856,
1880, 1896, 1932) and that there was at about the
same time a high rate of change in the kinds of laws
being passed.23 This study supports the general
impression conveyed by history that elections can
often be central to important policy changes.

Why then do we so often think that elections make
little difference? It is because public opinion and the
political parties enter a phase of consolidation and
continuity between periods of rapid change. During
this phase the changes are, so to speak, digested, and
party leaders adjust to the new popular consensus,
which may (or may not) evolve around the merits 
of these changes. During the 1870s and 1880s
Democratic politicians had to come to terms with the
failure of the southern secessionist movement and
the abolition of slavery; during the 1900s the
Democrats had to adjust again, this time to the fact
that national economic policy was going to support
industrialization and urbanization, not farming; dur-
ing the 1940s and 1950s the Republicans had to
learn to accept the popularity of the New Deal.

Elections in ordinary times are not “critical”—
they do not produce any major party realignment,
they are not fought out over a dominant issue, and
they provide the winners with no clear mandate. In
most cases an election is little more than a retrospec-
tive judgment on the record of the incumbent presi-
dent and the existing congressional majority. If times
are good, incumbents win easily; if times are bad,
incumbents may lose even though their opponents
may have no clear plans for change. But even a “nor-
mal” election can produce dramatic results if the
winner is a person such as Ronald Reagan, who
helped give his party a distinctive political philosophy.



MEMORANDUM

To: Senator Joseph P. Tierney
From: Gary Walker, campaign manager
Subject: Responding to negative ads

Never in your political career have
you been attacked so viciously. The
fact is that your lead is now in the
single digits, and we think it is
because of the negative ads. With
only a few weeks left until election
day, you need to decide whether you
want us to fight fire with fire.

Arguments for:

1. Negative ads work. In particular some studies, and lots of political lore,
suggest that “going negative” helps lesser-known, less-well-financed
challengers against better-known, better-financed incumbents who fail
to respond in kind and in time.
2. In the age of the political sound bite, it is much easier to dish dirt on
an opponent’s personal history and official record than it is to explain the
complexities behind one’s own past votes or to put one’s past public
statements back into context.
3. If you don’t sling the mud back, it will stick to you, and people will
question not only your integrity but also your toughness.

Arguments against:

1. Negative ads can backfire. People don’t like them, esecially when the
charges are harshly personal or otherwise over the top.
2. A tit-for-tat sound bite volley can be positive: “I am a person of
integrity. I vote my conscience. I live to serve.”
3. If you stay positive and “wrap yourself in the flag,” the mud will melt
away and people will question your opponent’s decency and character.

Your decision:
Go negative 
Stay positive 

U.S. Senate Challenger Launches
Blistering Media Attack

TV and Radio Ads Call Incumbent
“Callous” Puppet of Big Money

October 20
PHOENIX, AZ

Until last week every statewide poll showed U.S.
senator Joseph P. Tierney coasting to a comfortable
reelection victory. Today, however, the Tierney cam-
paign is reeling. Polls show the race tightening fast,
thanks to thirty-second negative ads depicting the sena-
tor’s votes against certain gun control bills and pre-
scription drug price control plans as evidence of his
“heartless approach to public safety and callous disre-
gard for the lives of the medically needy.” The ads call
Tierney’s votes “political payoffs to the gun makers and
big drug companies who have owned him” for years . . .
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Reconsidering the Enduring Questions

1. How have primaries and general-election cam-
paigns changed over the past century and a half?

Elections have changed in this country because
political parties have become weaker. Political
campaigns have increasingly become personal-
ized, with little or no connection to formal party
organizations, as a result of the decay of parties,
the rise of the direct primary and the electronic
media, and campaign finance laws. 

2. What matters most in deciding who wins presi-
dential and congressional elections?

We don’t have a theory of elections that will accu-
rately predict the results (political scientists made
huge mistakes in 2000), but we do know what fac-
tors make the biggest difference. The better the
economy and the more popular the candidate, the
greater the chance he or she will win. And party

loyalty (or its counterpart, political ideology) still
makes a big difference even though voters will tell
you that they vote “for the candidate, not the
party.” In congressional races, district lines drawn
to help incumbents keep the number of really com-
petitive districts rather small. In elections, most
people vote retrospectively; that is, they ask
whether the nation was well off or poorly off
under the party that is now in control.

3. Do elections really make a difference in what laws
get passed?

Elections often make a bigger difference in
European democracies because there the winner
has more complete control of the government, at
least for a while. Here the president must contend
all of the time with rivals, including those in his
own party.

World Wide Web Resources

• Federal Election Commission: www.fec.gov
• Project Vote Smart: www.vote-smart.org
• Election history: clerkweb.house.gov

• Electoral college: www.avagara.com/e_c
• Campaign finance: www.opensecrets.org

incumbent p. 186
coattails p. 186
political action committee 

(PAC) p. 188
malapportionment p. 189
gerrymandering p. 189
sophomore surge p. 190

position issue p. 194
valence issue p. 194
general election p. 196
primary election p. 196
closed primary p. 196
open primary p. 196
blanket primary p. 196

runoff primary p. 196
presidential primary p. 196
independent expenditure p. 203
soft money p. 204
prospective voting p. 210
retrospective voting p. 210

Key Terms

Today’s political candidates face the problem of
creating a temporary organization that can raise

money from large numbers of small donors, mobilize
enthusiastic supporters, and win a nomination in a
way that will not harm their ability to appeal to a
broader, more diverse constituency in the general
election. Campaigning has an uncertain effect on

election outcomes, but election outcomes can have
important effects on public policy, especially at those
times—during critical or “realigning” elections—
when new voters are coming into the electorate in
large numbers, old party loyalties are weakening, or
a major issue is splitting the majority party. Most
people vote retrospectively rather than prospectively.

Summary
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