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PREFACE

America has shown more boldness in
trusting public opinion, in recognizing
and giving effect to it, than has yet
been shown elsewhere. Towering over
Presidents, and State governors, over
Congress and State legislature, over
conventions and the vast machinery of
party, public opinion stands out, in the
United States, as the greatest source of
power, the master of servants who
tremble before it.

—James Bryce, The American

Commonwealth (1891)

his passage underscores the impor-

tance of public opinion and why
having an encyclopedia describing and
outlining its key components is invalu-
able. Public opinion, obviously, matters,
but in fact it matters a great deal more
than we tend to assume, especially in a
nation that claims to be democratic like
the United States. The influence of pub-
lic opinion on government is hardly new.
Consider that James Bryce penned the
above observation well over a century
ago. Bryce was one of the great intellec-
tuals of his time. He wrote numerous
books on the American and British polit-
ical systems. But he is best known for his
insights into public opinion and its con-
nection to the operation of democratic
government.

ix

If one reads the epigraph carefully, there
is another subtle insight of a great mind.
Bryce contends that America has “shown
more boldness in trusting public opin-
ion... than yet has been shown else-
where.” The “yet” is telling. Bryce under-
stood that although the United States
gave more credence to the public opinion
than other nations, this might not always
be the case. He acknowledged that the
spread of democratic government was
possible and that other nations too would
show such “boldness.” Over the last few
decades, we have seen an explosion in the
number of democracies around the globe.
Nations everywhere are paying more and
more attention to the thoughts and pref-
erences of the citizenry—a natural by-
product of democracy. It is this change,
along with the importance of public opin-
ion in the U.S. context, that makes the
book very timely. The pages that follow
not only provide a complete account of
public opinion in the United States, it
contains entries about how public opin-
ion works in more than fifty other coun-
tries. This breadth provides readers a
chance to forge a broader understanding
of how public opinion works. No other
volume takes such a comparative focus.
The end result is a rich and interesting
account of this topic.

This particular volume has several key
components. First, some entries cover the
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major theoretical underpinnings of public
opinion. Readers learn, for example, how
scholars in the fields of communication,
psychology, and sociology envision public
opinion. Second, many articles show how
public opinion is measured, focusing close
attention on polls and survey research.
The advent of polling transformed how
public opinion is conceived. A century
ago, politicians and scholars thought of it
as vague and difficult to define. With the
scientific precision of well-done surveys,
pollsters now know much more accu-
rately what the public thinks. That trans-
formation makes it possible for politi-
cians to act on the views of the citizenry.
However, polls must be done properly; a
number of entries describe this process. A
third group of entries provides a look at
U.S. public opinion on key issues ranging
from abortion to antiterrorism policy,
including themes that arose from the Sep-
tember 11, 2001, attacks. Fourth, there are
entries that examine the impact of public
opinion on key institutions such as the
presidency and the political parties. Fifth,
readers can find entries about some of the
key figures in the field; for example,
Hadley Cantril and George Gallup, writ-
ten by descendants who have themselves
risen to prominence in the study of public
opinion.

The particular strength of this volume
is its comparative focus. The wonderful
array of material from more than fifty
countries will be useful to readers who
want to learn about public opinion in
nations such as Chile, China, and Russia.
Some entries talk about the challenges of
measuring public opinion in underdevel-
oped versus developed nations. These are

important differences that warrant atten-
tion. The comprehensive nature of this
volume makes it of interest to a far larger
group of people than would a U.S.-based
study of public opinion.

It is also worth noting that the quality
of the authors is outstanding. I have been
able to recruit an extremely talented
group of people, including highly visible
scholars from the best universities in the
world. Some individuals hold endowed
professorships, and others are newly
minted scholars who offer fresh perspec-
tives on their topics. These entries are
not only well written, but as up to date as
possible.

Public opinion is a topic that is likely
to grow in significance over the coming
decades. Bryce spoke of its power in the
late 1890s. That power grows greater
today as more nations have joined the
democratic fold and as surveyors have
secured better ways of measuring and
assessing public opinion. There is little
reason to think these trends will not con-
tinue. With all the capabilities of the
internet, scholars may well be able to
gauge public opinion on a nearly con-
stant basis. Such a development would
force leaders to be even more responsive
to public needs and desires. I therefore
urge all readers to make use of these
entries to advance their own understand-
ing of this important topic, which will
perhaps better prepare them for under-
standing the relationship between demo-
cratic government and public opinion in
the twenty-first century.

John G. Geer
Nashville, Tennessee



Part 1

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC
OPINION IN DEMOCRACY






Section One:
Measuring Public Opinion

The Sociological Perspective

Beginning in the 1940s and continuing
through the early 1960s, scholars from
Columbia University’s Bureau of Applied
Social Research undertook a new
approach to study how citizens decide to
vote. The Columbia school of research
revolutionized public opinion research.
Methodologically, the studies introduced
the panel interview technique to the
study of public opinion—collecting data
from the same participants twice or more
over some period. Panel studies have the
important advantage of tracing how
changes in opinion occur much more
readily than cross-sectional research, in
which information is gathered at a single
point in time. Substantively, the sociolog-
ical approach questioned then accepted
notions regarding the careful considera-
tions of voters and the powerful role of
the mass media in developing opinions
about public affairs. Instead, this perspec-
tive asserts the importance of one’s social
background and interpersonal contacts in
determining vote choice. In this entry, the
origin of the sociological perspective will
be explored, drawing upon four of the
more influential works: The People’s
Choice (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet
[1968]), Personal Influence (Katz and
Lazarsfeld 1955), Voting (Berelson, Lazars-
feld, and McPhee 1954), and The Effects of
Mass Communication (Klapper 1960).

Although the sociological approach is
often contrasted with the psychological
approach (the so-called Michigan school),
the most controversial aspect of the soci-
ological perspective remains the role of
the media. In addition to this body of
research, the influence of the sociological
perspective can be seen today, particularly
in social network analysis and the study
of “influentials.”

The People’s Choice

The origin of the sociological perspective
is most closely associated with the work
of Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson,
Joseph Klapper, Elihu Katz, and William
McPhee. The majority of its key ideas are
established theoretically, if not empiri-
cally, in the first and most important
work, The People’s Choice, in which citi-
zens’ opinions regarding the 1940 presi-
dential election were examined. The
researchers performed a panel study in
Erie County, Ohio, in which almost 600
participants were interviewed monthly
over the course of the campaign (May to
November). Participants were asked
extensive questions about their opinions
regarding the presidential candidates and
national political issues; their exposure to
political media coverage (magazines,
newspapers, and radio); and their personal
communications with family and friends
regarding the election. The researchers
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also created an index of interpersonal
political predisposition (IPP) based upon a
participant’s class, religion, and urban/
rural residence—ranging from strongly
Republican (upper-class, Protestant, and
rural) to strongly Democratic (lower-
class, Catholic, and urban). People whose
social characteristics pull them in differ-
ent directions (e.g., rural Catholics) expe-
rience what Lazarsfeld and his colleagues
dubbed “cross-pressures.”

Many of the researchers’ findings were
interesting. Surprisingly, about half of the
sample—the “deciders”—were attached
to their party, Republican or Democrat,
even before the campaign began. The
analysis mostly focused, however, on the
remaining half of the sample—the
“changers.” Even among changers, most
never claimed to support more than one
of the parties; they merely admitted to
some indecision. Only 12 percent of the
sample were “two-party changers”; 8 per-
cent switched their support from one
party to the other during the campaign;
an additional 4 percent changed their
minds about parties during the campaign
but ended up voting for the candidate
they had originally supported.

Contrary to expectation, changers for
the most part did not seem to make up
their minds by being persuaded by the
mass media. Most voters were not partic-
ularly attentive, although those who
were interested in the campaign did fol-
low the media more closely. Interested
voters, however, were likely to have
already made up their mind. Also, most
voters did not seem to use the media to
learn the pros and cons of both parties—
they tended to read more articles and lis-
ten to more programs that supported
their party than the other, a phenomenon
now known as “selective exposure.”

Yet voters did seem to be influenced by
their social environment and interper-
sonal relationships. First, about 10 per-
cent more of the sample discussed poli-
tics than read an article or heard a news
story on any given day. And though it had
been foreseen that demographic variables
would be related to vote choice, the level
of predictability of the IPP was unexpect-
edly high. About two-thirds of changers
ended up voting for the party predicted
by their IPP. Further, those experiencing
cross-pressures seemed to have the hard-
est time deciding how to vote. They were
likely to be among the few “two-party
changers”; the least interested in the
election and least attentive to the media;
the last to decide how to vote; and the
most likely to be persuaded by personal
contact. Similarly, voters whose family
members disagreed about vote choice
were more likely to delay their decision
or change their vote. Finally, most people
actually attributed their changes in opin-
ion to personal influence, not media
exposure.

The Two-Step Flow of Communication

With these findings, Lazarsfeld and his
colleagues developed the two-step flow of
communication model. They deter-
mined that while the media can solidify
a person’s opinion by “activating” or
“reinforcing” latent partisan predisposi-
tions, its impact on converting public
opinion is weak and indirect. This has
come to be known as the “minimal” or
“limited effects” model of media influ-
ence. Instead, citizens decide how to vote
from opinion leaders around them, those
respondents who self-identified them-
selves as either trying to convince others
of their political ideas or who had been
asked recently their advice on a political



question—21 percent of the sample.
Opinion leaders expressed more interest
in the election and were more likely to
follow politics in the media. The
researchers presumed that opinion lead-
ers gather information from the media
and form opinions. Most citizens—less
interested and politically aware—learn
about the election from opinion leaders
within their own social stratum and take
their lead in forming opinions about pub-
lic affairs. Personal relationships, the
researchers surmised, are potentially
more powerful in changing public opin-
ion because political discussions reach
more voters, especially among the unde-
cided, and because personal discussions
have psychological advantages over the
media. For example, personal discussions
can be tailor-made for a particular per-
son, and citizens are less likely to “armor
themselves against influence” with peo-
ple as they may with media stories.

First-Generation Refinements

Later contributions in the first generation
of research in the sociological perspective
further developed the ideas presented in
The People’s Choice. In Personal Influ-
ence, Katz and Lazarsfeld interviewed
almost 700 women opinion leaders in four
substantive areas—public affairs, market-
ing, fashion, and movie-watching—in
Decatur, Illinois. As in The People’s
Choice, the opinion leaders were initially
identified by self-selection. However, the
researchers attempted to improve the
validity of the measurement by contact-
ing advice-seekers and confirming influ-
ence, which they were able to do the
majority of the time. Adding evidence to
the two-step flow of communication,
Katz and Lazarsfeld showed that opinion
leaders are more exposed to the media
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compared to nonleaders. However, in the
area of public affairs, they noticed a more
pronounced top-down flow of communi-
cation; influence seemed to be shaped
mostly from opinion leaders in the top
social classes, rather than the horizontal
flow implied previously. And they noted
that many opinion leaders appear to be
influenced by other people at least as
much as by the media.

In Voting, another key Columbia
school study, Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and
McPhee performed a panel study in
Elmira, New York, set around the 1948
presidential election. Importantly, their
design added questions about the organi-
zations to which participants belonged,
their social “networks” (the friends, fam-
ily members, and coworkers with whom
they spoke politics), and the level of
agreement with their (now-called) “dis-
cussants.” Their findings replicated re-
sults in The People’s Choice and Per-
sonal Influence regarding the high
stability of vote choice, the characteris-
tics of changers (less interested, cross-
pressured), the tendency of changers to
choose finally as predicted by their IPP,
and the tendency of opinion leaders to be
influenced by other people. Their deeper
analysis revealed as well that citizens’
environments are both socially and polit-
ically homogenous. As with media expo-
sure, citizens “selectively expose” them-
selves to points of view that they find
agreeable. Moreover, voters tend to
believe that the views of the party or
candidate they supported, as well as the
organizations to which they belong and
their discussants, are the same as their
own to a greater degree than is true in
reality—"selective perception.”

Voting also added new information
about when and how political views are
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changed. The authors noted that dis-
agreement in political discussions,
though it occurs rarely, converts rather
than reinforces political opinion. The
role of the media, in contrast, seems to be
to increase knowledge, buttress support
for one’s chosen party, and increase inter-
est—Dbut rarely to change public opinion.

Finally, and by way of summary, The
Effects of Mass Communication is not a
research study itself; rather, it sought to
integrate the findings of more than 270
empirical and theoretical studies, essays,
and reports, drawing largely upon the
research of Columbia University and its
Bureau of Applied Social Research. Klap-
per reiterates that media exposure rarely
changes voters’ minds. More likely, media
exposure reinforces public opinion due to
mediating factors such as predispositions,
selective exposure and perception, inter-
personal communication, group norms,
opinion leaders, and the customary role of
the media in representing the status quo.
Mass communications are also effective
in communicating information and creat-
ing opinions for topics previously uncon-
sidered by a citizen.

Psychological Perspective Critique

Often held up as a foil to the sociological
perspective, the psychological perspec-
tive of the Michigan school was and con-
tinues to be a competing theory of vote
choice. These scholars, such as V. O. Key,
complained about the lack of politics and
lack of predictability in the sociological
perspective (Key and Munger 1959). The
psychological perspective stresses the
importance of such variables as political
attitudes, knowledge, evaluations of can-
didates and parties, partisanship, and ide-
ology (Campbell et al. 1960). Although
the two perspectives emphasize different
factors and utilize different methodolo-

gies, they are in agreement that voters
are lacking in political sophistication
(Mondak 1995) and the role of the media
in influencing public opinion is small
(Sheingold 1973).

Legacy of the Sociological Perspective
Through these and other critiques, many
ideas emerging from the sociological per-
spective have continued to develop. Cer-
tain findings appear to be here to stay;
the notions of cross-pressures and selec-
tivity, as well as the influence of one’s
social background, are well accepted in
public opinion literature. Opinion leader-
ship research continues to grow, albeit
under the new name of “influentials” (for
a thorough review, see Weimann 1994).
Most important, public opinion scholars
continue to grapple with the two major
ideas compared in the sociological per-
spective—the media and personal influ-
ence, although too often in isolation one
from the other.

The Role of the Media

To date, the impact of the media on public
opinion and public opinion change
remains a large and controversial area of
study. Importantly, the sociological per-
spective emerged prior to television perva-
siveness, certainly the most powerful
media influence (Glynn et al. 1999), and
most scholars have searched for media
effects here. Among the most significant
challenges to the sociological perspective,
Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw
(1972) introduce the agenda-setting func-
tion of the media, suggesting the media
play an important role in what people
think about, if not what they think nor-
matively. A few years later, Todd Gitlin
(1978) asserted that the media’s influence
both in institutionalizing views and in
creating opinions—which may be particu-



larly important in the area of public
affairs—should have been emphasized,
rather than merely acknowledged, in The
Effects of the Mass Communication and
other sociological perspective works.
Larry Bartels (1993), similarly, argues that
measurement error masks the strong long-
term, indirect effects of the media. Finally,
experimental work by Shanto Iyengar and
Donald Kinder (1987) indicates the media
increases the salience of concepts in the
news (priming and agenda-setting effects).
Yet as pointed out by Katz himself (1987),
such findings do not actually directly
challenge the sociological perspective.
Still, legitimate quarrels with the per-
spective certainly exist, and most schol-
ars continue to question the validity of
the minimal effects model. Gitlin (1978)
convincingly shows that the minimal
effects model rests on questionable
assumptions. If citizens learn from opin-
ion leaders who learn from the media, a
strong media influence is implied. “It is
as if one were studying the influence of
streets on mortality rates—during an
enormous flood. A street is a conduit, not
a cause of drowning” (p. 218). He also
points to an important discrepancy in
Personal Influence—less than half of
identified public affairs opinion leaders
could be confirmed by advice-seekers,
and most changes in public opinion were
not attributed to personal influence.
More recently, a creative quasi-experi-
ment by Jeffrey Mondak (1995) shows
that newspaper campaign coverage may
indeed influence public opinion, even
when political discussion is considered,
and that the relationship between media
exposure and personal influence may be
more complex than the Columbia school
researchers realized. He finds that media
exposure spurs political discussion;
moreover, its presence appears to limit
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the impact of interpersonal discussion on
vote choice.

Social Network Analysis
The two-step flow of communication is
seen by most researchers, and even
implied by the authors of Voting, as an
overly simplistic model regarding the
flow of information. John Robinson
(1976) pointedly specifies research indi-
cating a great number of relationships
not predicted in the model—personal in-
teraction among opinion leaders them-
selves, personal interaction among the
less attentive themselves, and direct
media influence upon the less attentive.
Carl Sheingold (1973) calls for the “nec-
essary” replacement of the two-step
model with social network analysis.
With the technological advances of the
1970s, studies of the two-step flow of
influence have indeed been replaced by
social network analyses. This growing
body of work appears to support many of
the insights of the sociological perspec-
tive and promises to further enrich our
knowledge of personal influence. Nearly
all studies find networks influence polit-
ical attitudes, and most citizens’ net-
works are homogenous, particularly
among the politically inattentive (Mars-
den 1987; Beck 1991). As with the media,
most people like to “selectively expose”
themselves to people with whom they
agree politically, most often family mem-
bers (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995).
Homogenous networks may also lead to
more extreme views (Laumann 1973).
Some research suggests these close per-
sonal relationships are the most influen-
tial (Straits 1991; Kenny 1994). Yet other
research suggests the homogeneity of
networks implies a reinforcing role of
personal interaction, rather than one of
influencing change as suggested by the
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sociological perspective (Beck 1991). Cur-
rent research has begun to focus on the
interesting normative consequences of
political discussion. For example, Mark
Schneider et al. (1997) conclude that
political discussion may exacerbate dif-
ferences in political knowledge between
class and racial stratifications, rather
than alleviating them.

Conclusion

Appropriately, the sociological perspec-
tive does not exist today as an isolated
approach to the study of public opinion.
We now know that many other factors—
such as political attitudes, partisanship,
and rational behavior—play a role in
determining public opinion and attitude
change, particularly in a world more edu-
cated, mobile, and media-driven than in
the 1940s. But there has been perhaps too
strong a rejection of the sociological
approach. Most current media research
does not acknowledge any role for politi-
cal discussion; therefore the probable
interactions between media exposure and
political discussion are understudied. The
rejuvenation of political discussion in the
form of social network analysis is wel-
come and promises to be an enriching
body of research. The sociological per-
spective still offers part of the story on the
flow of political information and influ-
ence, and social background and personal
discussion ought to be included in any
comprehensive model of public opinion.

Nancy Carrillo
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The Psychological Perspective

Political scientists have long borrowed
from the disciplines of economics, sociol-
ogy, and psychology in order to under-
stand political phenomena. Perhaps
nowhere is this cross-discipline borrow-
ing of theory more prominent than in the
impact of social-psychological theory on
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the understanding of U.S. public opinion.
Scholars have not only borrowed the the-
ories of psychology, for example schemas,
priming, and the like, but also the
methodology increasingly as well, with
both laboratory experiments and, more
recently, computer-assisted telephone
interviewing allowing for experiments to
become part of the mainstream of public
opinion research. In short, the application
of social-psychological theory to the
study of public opinion has proven to be
an enormously fruitful union.

In this entry, I explore the contribu-
tions of the psychological approach in
their historical context, as well as the
current insights this approach provides. I
focus on some of the key advances in our
understanding of public opinion for
which the psychological perspective is
largely responsible. As this perspective
has had an impact on almost every facet
of the study of public opinion, it is not
possible to be exhaustive here; I thus
cover the fundamental areas of public
opinion scholarship, as well as the
research agendas where the psychological
perspective has had the greatest impact. I
discuss the essential issue of opinion for-
mation, along with the fundamental top-
ics in public opinion scholarship of ideol-
ogy, political knowledge, and political
socialization. In addition, I include the
issues of media and race, where psycho-
logical theory has been especially impor-
tant in driving major research findings. I
conclude with an assessment of the con-
tributions of this approach and what may
be left to explore in the future.

Public opinion can be thought of in
many ways, for example, the views of the
majority, the clashing views of group
interests, elite opinion, and even a com-
plete fiction (Glynn et al. 1999). Yet the
psychological perspective has been so
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strong as to essentially define the way
scholars and laypersons alike conceive of
public opinion, which most could agree
consists of the aggregated attitudes of
individuals toward political objects/
events. For example, 65 percent of Amer-
icans approve of the job George W. Bush
is doing as president, 15 percent believe
abortion should never be legal, and so on.
The modern public opinion survey
methodology, in which 500-2,000 people
are asked their opinions to form a statis-
tical snapshot of the larger public, is ide-
ally suited to interpretation via psychol-
ogy. We are interested in the attitudes of
these sampled individuals; using statisti-
cal theory, we can assume them to be
representative of the broader public.

This focus on the attitudes of individu-
als helps to explain the dominance of the
psychological perspective in contempo-
rary public opinion research. Going back
to the 1940s, the concept of attitudes,
how they are formed, and how they
change have been a primary focus of
social psychology. The many definitions
of “attitudes” share a central concept
that we can focus on. An attitude is a
person’s evaluative response toward an
object in his/her environment—any-
where from strongly disliking the vice
president to feeling moderately favorable
toward bananas. From the original
insights of the psychological perspective
on public opinion in the 1950s to the
insights of today, the concepts of the
development and change of political atti-
tudes remain at the forefront.

The genesis of the psychological
approach to public opinion began with
presidential election year surveys of the
public by the Survey Research Center at
the University of Michigan. In two land-
mark works, The Voter Decides (Camp-
bell, Gurin, and Miller 1954) and The

American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960),
Michigan researchers laid out a new
approach to studying the political opin-
ions and actions of the U.S. electorate.
This work marked a sharp break with the
prevailing sociological model of the
Columbia school, which focused on the
relationships between social context and
vote choice. The Michigan school instead
focused on the attitudes of citizens. In
fact, this focus on attitudes, more than
anything else, has led to this being
termed the “psychological approach”—
these works are almost completely
devoid of reference to the extant psycho-
logical research of the period.

The fields of voting behavior and pub-
lic opinion were revolutionized during
the 1980s as scholarship became not only
nominally psychological through a focus
on attitudes but also fully embraced the
contemporary developments in psycho-
logical theory to apply them to questions
of political behavior. This development
is most prominent in the evolving social-
cognitive approach to the study of public
opinion and mass political behavior.
Social cognition shares the primary con-
cern of social psychology—how and why
individuals interact as they do in the
social world—with a cognitive-psychol-
ogy focus on what transpires inside our
heads as we engage the world around us.
The social-cognitive approach is con-
cerned with not only what our political
attitudes are but also how they function
and are represented in the brain.

Perhaps the fundamental contribution
of the social-cognitive approach in public
opinion is to build upon the concept of
human beings as very limited informa-
tion processors. The social world bom-
bards us with myriad stimuli far beyond
our brains’ ability to process everything
from moment to moment. As a result, we



constantly engage in what is known as
“top-down information processing,” for
which cognitive schemas serve a basic
role. A schema is a cognitive structure
that represents knowledge about a con-
cept, including its attributes and the rela-
tions of those attributes (Fiske and Taylor
1991). For example, if we see a grown
woman with something bundled in a
stroller, we presume it to be a baby; only
on a closer, more cognitively demanding
inspection might we discover it actually
to be a doll. In short, we have a schema
that, when presented with basic percep-
tions of an adult female with a stroller,
fills in the missing information with a
baby.

Schemas represent a fundamental way
in which our brains must simplify a
vastly complex perceptual world. As
described in Herb Simon’s (1985) land-
mark article, humans engage in “satisfic-
ing,” that is, finding the best possible
solution to a problem while using limited
cognitive resources. Public opinion schol-
ars have taken this approach of humans
as top-down processors with limited cog-
nitive resources to create a dramatically
more accurate understanding of an array
of public opinion topics such as media
impact, racial attitudes, ideology, politi-
cal knowledge, candidate evaluations,
and the theory of the survey response. In
all these cases, the social-cognitive per-
spective has led to insights beyond those
that existed before the psychological
approach was embraced.

Opinion Formation

For most of the history of the scientific
study of public opinion, models of opin-
ion formation were dominated by the
sociological and economic approaches.
The sociological approach, characterized
in the classic Columbia University voting
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studies (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet
1948), essentially argued that you think
and vote who you are. The social envi-
ronment and the socialization process
were seen as the key determinants of pub-
lic opinion. For example, a person grow-
ing up in a blue-collar, white, union
household would almost invariably adopt
Democratic and liberal viewpoints.

The American Voter (Campbell et al.
1960) marked an important step beyond
this in its focus on how certain political
attitudes (e.g., presidential candidate pref-
erence) were based on antecedent atti-
tudes (e.g., partisanship). This certainly
moved into the psychological realm by
focusing on individual attitudes and
whence they came, but it was an incom-
plete break with sociology. The origin of
almost all political attitudes was traced
back to partisanship, which was still
deemed to be largely a matter of socio-
demographics and parental inheritance.
This perspective on opinion formation,
which used the attitude as the basic unit
of analysis but did not pry too deeply into
attitude formation, represented the psy-
chological perspective for many years.

The economic perspective, like the
psychological perspective, focuses on
individual decisions and opinion forma-
tion as a unit of analysis. But rather than
attempting to explain political attitudes
through patterns of related antecedent
attitudes, as the psychological approach,
it focuses on the “rationality” of deci-
sionmaking. Essentially, it argues that
citizens approach political judgments as
a cost-benefit analysis. In an exemplar of
this tradition, Morris Fiorina (1981) cre-
ates a model of party choice where parti-
sanship is not the static, sociologically
determined root cause of all subsequent
attitudes; rather partisanship is based
upon a rational weighing of candidate
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and party performance. Fiorina and oth-
ers who followed (e.g., Franklin and Jack-
son 1983) essentially turn the causal
arrow of the American voter on its head,
yet the question of exactly how the key
causal attitudes, be they partisanship or
political evaluations of candidates and
voters, are explored only superficially. In
short, up until the 1980s neither the soci-
ological, psychological, nor economic
perspectives could fully address how
political opinions formed.

The more recent focus on psychological
theory to explain public opinion has led
to two well-grounded yet contrasting
models of opinion formation. The “online
model” of opinion formation evolved
from explicitly psychological studies
(Hastie and Park 1986; Hastie and Pen-
nington 1989) and has been applied to the
political realm in a consistent program by
others (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989;
Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau 1995). Mil-
ton Lodge and colleagues have developed
this model exclusively in the context of
political campaigns. Based on results
using ingenious experimental designs,
they argue that persons have a “running
tally” or “online” evaluation of political
figures. When new information about a
political candidate is processed—for
example, a candidate is found to have a
favorable position on environmental
issues—the individual updates the run-
ning tally to account for the positive
information learned, but the specifics—
for example, the environmental posi-
tions—are not fully encoded. Only the
summary evaluation stays readily avail-
able and linked to the candidate in long-
term memory. When this citizen is then
queried about the candidate, he or she
needs to simply access the latest count on
the running tally to provide an instanta-
neous assessment of the candidate. This

model has been well supported in many
experiments of candidate evaluation (e.g.,
Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989; Lodge,
Steenbergen, and Brau 1995; Rahn,
Aldrich, and Borgida 1990).

In stark contrast to the online model
stands the “memory model” advocated
most boldly by John Zaller (Zaller 1992;
Zaller and Feldman 1992). Zaller and
Stanley Feldman return to the basic event
of a public opinion survey—the response
to an individual item—for the basis of
their argument. In their theory of the sur-
vey response, when confronted with a
survey question (e.g., “Are you for war in
Iraq?”), the average citizen calls to mind a
wide number of “considerations” (e.g.,
potential loss of U.S. lives, threat to
national security, potential impact on the
economy, etc.] and takes a sample of
these considerations to essentially create
an attitude on the spot. This sample of
considerations is far from random, but in
keeping with the availability heuristic
(Kahneman and Tversky 1979), it depends
upon those that are most available in
memory. Rather than identifying and call-
ing upon a preexisting “true” attitude,
that is, a running tally, which already
exists, persons think about a range of
beliefs associated with the concept to cre-
ate a survey response. In other words,
under the memory model citizens do not
have an attitude at the ready in long-term
memory but instead sample the most
available considerations from long-term
memory to create an attitude on the spot.
As to which considerations will be most
available to be sampled, those that have
more recently been in thought are more
likely to be sampled. It is also important
to note that on most issues citizens will
have considerations that may lead them
to decide in different ways; thus ambiva-
lence is widespread and public opinion



will be inherently unstable and volatile
due to the factors that may affect which
considerations are recalled.

As the book’s title implies, The Nature
and Origins of Mass Opinion (Zaller
1992) is meant to provide a general and
comprehensive model of public opinion.
Understanding public attitudes as aver-
ages of the most easily recalled consider-
ations helps to explain disparate phe-
nomena such as question order effects,
question wording effects, media influ-
ence, and elite influence. In fact, in most
areas the model is applied, it seems, to
successfully explain the dynamics of
public opinion. Yet in the very conse-
quential realm of candidate evaluations,
Lodge and colleagues set up an explicit
test between the memory and online
models and find conclusively in support
of the latter.

How to reconcile these findings? One
possibility is that candidate evaluation is
somehow unique and the dynamics and
media coverage of a political campaign
favor online processing in a way that
does not occur for ordinary political atti-
tudes. Additionally, it could very well be
that, with further exploration, one might
find more attitude domains where the
online model is more applicable than the
memory model. For our current pur-
poses, it seems fair to state that both
models play an important role in helping
us understand public opinion formation.

Ideology: Innocents or Experts!?

Following upon the work of The Ameri-
can Voter (Campbell et al. 1960), Philip
Converse’s landmark article (“The Nature
of Belief Systems in Mass Publics,” 1964)
delved deeper into the political attitudes
of Americans and how, and to what
degree, they were related. In other words,
Converse was not interested in individual
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beliefs but rather in belief systems, which
he defined as configurations “of ideas and
attitudes in which the elements are
bound together by some form of con-
straint or functional interdependence” (p.
207). In short, the fundamental concern
motivating Converse was this: Are Amer-
icans’ political views shaped by overarch-
ing, abstract ideological values that pro-
vide structure and coherence to political
beliefs, or are these beliefs a miasmic
hodgepodge, lacking any meaningful rela-
tionships between them? Using the Sur-
vey Research Center’s 1956, 1958, and
1960 national election studies, Converse
argued that the vast majority of Ameri-
cans were largely innocent of ideology.
Converse found that a woefully small
portion of the public (2.5 percent) could
properly use ideological terms in dis-
cussing politics. Additionally, in
attempting to find “constraint,” a com-
mon foundation on underlying ideologi-
cal principles, correlations across major
contemporary issues found little, if any,
consistency. Finally, Converse used the
panel nature of the 1956-1958-1960 data
set to examine the stability in attitudes
over time. Obviously, stronger, more con-
strained political attitudes would exhibit
greater stability over the time period.
Alas, according to these standards, the
general public again proved to be woe-
fully nonideological in its thinking.
Overall, then, Converse (1964) painted
a picture of the typical American voter
who possessed inconsistent, weakly
related attitudes divorced from overarch-
ing values and coherence. Given this
rather substantial critique, of particular
concern in a representative democracy,
Converse’s conclusions sparked myriad
research over the subsequent decades. A
debate has raged as to just how innocent
of ideology average Americans are. This
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controversy, more than anything else,
shaped the study of public opinion
through the 1960s, 1970s, and much of
the 1980s. Debates about methodology,
survey questions, and how to define ide-
ological thinking have led some scholars
to take positions as critical of the public
as Converse, whereas others see a much
more enlightened, ideologically thinking
American public.

Among the most notable challenges to
Converse’s position, researchers (Nie,
Verba, and Petrocik 1976) found similar
results as Converse prior to 1964 but evi-
dence for much greater ideological think-
ing afterward. These authors therefore
take a much more optimistic view of cit-
izens. They argue that in times of rela-
tively stable, normal politics citizens
may not be all that ideologically engaged.
But when politics is a much more
dynamic experience (e.g., the tumultuous
1960s), Americans respond by paying
attention and thinking in a much more
ideological manner. Alas, this was not to
be. Coincidentally, 1964 was the year of
the polarizing Lyndon Johnson versus
Barry Goldwater election and marked the
first usage of new and improved mea-
sures for public policy positions from the
National Election Studies (NES) at the
University of Michigan. Others (Sullivan,
Piereson, and Marcus 1979) convincingly
demonstrated that it was this change in
question format, rather than meaningful
changes in public thinking, that led to an
illusory increase in ideological thinking.

The study of ideology, as much as any
topic within public opinion, has benefited
from the social-cognitive approach. Pub-
lic opinion scholars have aptly borrowed
the psychological concept of the schema
and applied it to understanding how citi-
zens’ political attitudes are interrelated.
Politically, we might expect citizens to

have schemas for concepts such as liberal,
conservative, Republican, Democrat,
president, communism, and the like. For
example, citizens might have a schema
that liberal politicians favor increased
environmental protection and infer this
information, rightly or wrongly, upon
learning that a particular politician is lib-
eral. As schemas are essentially cognitive
structures of attitudes and their relation-
ships to others, there is a natural fit with
the study of ideological thinking.

It has been argued that schemas provide
the key concept for understanding politi-
cal belief systems (Conover and Feldman
1984). Citizens who display constraint are
distinguished by their cognitive political
schemas. In other words, the hallmark of
the politically aware, ideologically con-
strained citizens is extensive political
schemas in which new political informa-
tion is readily incorporated into existing
cognitive categories and patterns of belief
(Hamill, Lodge, and Blake 1985). Ideology
thus provides a set of categories—liberal
and conservative—by which to process
and integrate new political information
(Jacoby 1991). The concept of schemas
and their demonstrated importance pro-
vide a much-needed framework to under-
stand the role of ideology in Americans’
political thinking.

Building upon the role of the schema
and ideology, scholars have explored the
factors that affect individual use of
schemas and how closely they are related
to ideological thinking. Some (Knight
1985; Luskin 1987) have shown that the
levels of political sophistication—roughly
a combination of political knowledge,
awareness, and interest—are closely tied
to what Converse termed “constraint.”
The more sophisticated the citizen, the
more their political attitudes seemed to
present a coherent framework. Kathleen



Knight (1985) demonstrates that as
sophistication rises, the levels of con-
straint between issue attitudes increase,
as does the role of ideology in voting deci-
sions. Categorizing persons along their
ability to think in ideological terms,
William Jacoby (1991) shows a differen-
tially important impact of ideology on
political thinking that cannot be ex-
plained by differences in education. Lodge
and colleagues (Hamill and Lodge 1986;
Norporth and Lodge 1985) demonstrate
that those with more developed political
schemas are substantially more able to
recognize political figures and understand
political concepts. In short, the psycho-
logical concept of the schema has allowed
for robust new understandings and explo-
rations of the central concept of ideology.
Zaller’'s memory model (Zaller 1992;
Zaller and Feldman 1992) also sheds light
on the controversy over ideology. As
many factors—for example, question
wording, question order, and changing
political context—will have an effect on
the unique mix of considerations that the
average citizen can readily call to mind,
it is no wonder that attitudes appear to be
weak and unstable. When citizens have a
very large number of considerations
about an issue, as more politically
sophisticated citizens surely will, any of
these above factors will have a much
smaller impact; thus these persons
should demonstrate more stable and
more constrained ideological thinking.

Political Knowledge

Closely related to the lack of political
sophistication and ideological thinking is
a simple lack of knowledge about politics
and the political system. As long as schol-
ars have been studying U.S. public opin-
ion, they have been decrying the sorry
state of our knowledge about politics (e.g.,
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Converse 1964; Lane 1962; Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1996). In recent surveys, for
example, consistently less than one in 10
Americans can name the chief justice of
the U.S. Supreme Court. Amazingly,
upward of 20 percent of Americans con-
sistently fail to name the vice president of
the United States. Perhaps of greatest
concern, despite ever-increasing levels of
education, Americans appear to be no
more politically knowledgeable now than
they were decades ago (Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1996).

To a considerable degree, this igno-
rance can be defended as reasonable. In
truth, politics is central to very few of
our lives. In 1962, Americans were
“much more concerned with the busi-
ness of buying and selling, earning and
disposing of things, than they are with
the ‘idle’ talk of politics” (Lane 1962, p.
25). This is a sound argument, but only
recently has the psychological approach
suggested how Americans deal with this
problem. Much as we use schemas to
help efficiently organize our attitudes,
we use a variety of heuristics, or short-
cuts, to make sense of the political world
without engaging in exhaustive attention
to and processing of political informa-
tion. In The Reasoning Voter, Samuel
Popkin (1993) presents a model in which
citizens rely on everyday events and cir-
cumstances to come to reasonable and
appropriate political decisions. Elo-
quently put: “one need not be an econo-
mist to see which way the economy is
going” (Popkin 1993, p. 17). Simply fol-
lowing the stock market, the job fortunes
of acquaintances, and trips to the grocery
store can be quite revealing. Likewise,
one might infer that George W. Bush’s
basic grasp of Spanish shows he cares
about and understands the needs of the
Hispanic community. In short, Popkin’s
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“reasoning voter” is a citizen who may
not necessarily know a great deal about
politics but who is able to abstract polit-
ical information from daily life and lim-
ited political exposure to form reasoned
and rational political attitudes.

In addition to taking superficially non-
political information to inform our polit-
ical attitudes, we also use heuristics
directly on political information. Most
prominently, citizens take cues about
politics from those who are better in-
formed. For example, if you know that
you generally agree with Rush Limbaugh,
when he pronounces the latest budget
proposal of the Democrats to be wasteful
and pure folly, there is little reason to do
your own research and seek out informa-
tion on this issue. In a sense, by recog-
nizing their own ignorance and basing
their opinions on those of sympathetic
elites, the views of relatively uninformed
citizens can come to mirror those of their
better-informed counterparts (Snider-
man, Brody, and Tetlock 1991).

The use of elite cues in opinion forma-
tion is demonstrated in the case of presi-
dential approval. When presidents are
first elected (the honeymoon period) and
when they face an international crisis,
opposition to the president is consider-
ably muted. Lacking cues from opposi-
tion elites, those who would otherwise
be predisposed to disapproving of the
president give their approval. As has been
demonstrated (Brody 1991), this honey-
moon period and times of international
crisis (“rally 'round the flag”) consis-
tently demonstrate periods of widespread
support for the president.

As with most shortcuts, mental or oth-
erwise, there is a downside. Although at
times the opinions of the less informed
may mirror those of the more sophisti-
cated, this is not always the case (Bartels

1996). Relying on elites for cues also
assumes that the less informed will be
able to find and properly interpret these
elite cues, not always a simple proposi-
tion. Additionally, Americans may think
they know things that are actually incor-
rect (e.g., solving budget problems is sim-
ply a matter of streamlining government
and eliminating waste, most welfare
recipients are lazy minorities, etc.). To a
substantial degree, genuine democratic
citizenship demands more of its citizens
than just seeing what some other person
thinks. Modern social-cognitive theories
of heuristics may have resuscitated to
some degree the picture of blissful igno-
rance of the ordinary citizen, but the fun-
damental problem of absolute low levels
of knowledge about government and pol-
itics remains.

Political Socialization

Though concerns over ideological think-
ing and attitudes versus nonattitudes
dominated psychological approaches to
public opinion for many years, the ques-
tion of how political attitudes develop is
at least as important. The study of polit-
ical socialization, and the development
and change of political attitudes, have led
to a number of interesting insights, but
nowhere near the controversy or debate
surrounding the subject of ideology.
What this reveals, as much as anything,
is that political scientists go where the
data are (Arnold 1982). Although those
studying ideology had a series of large,
national samples in NES data, questions
concerning political socialization face
inherent difficulty in data collection, in
that we are primarily interested in the
political views of children. Nonetheless,
based on smaller-scale, less representa-
tive surveys of minors as well as in-depth
interviews, scholars have come to some



interesting conclusions about the politi-
cal development of Americans.

Given the major role of partisanship in
understanding electoral behavior since
The American Voter (Campbell et al.
1960), it represents the most thoroughly
studied and best understood aspect of
political socialization. Early studies of
political socialization in children found
that by fifth grade most children, about 55
percent, had a party preference (Green-
stein 1965). Subsequent studies found
that after this point, the proportion of
children with a party identification in-
creases much more gradually. One study
(Jennings and Niemi 1968) of high school
seniors in 1965 found that 64 percent of
the students had a party preference. Cog-
nitively, even among adolescents partisan
attitudes are quite limited. Children are
much less likely to associate major polit-
ical figures with a party, much less clear
on what the parties stand for, and much
less clear on the differences between the
parties.

The study of high school seniors (Jen-
nings and Niemi 1968) is extraordinarily
valuable in that it interviewed parents in
addition to adolescents. Furthermore, this
innovative study reinterviewed students
in 1973 and again in 1982 for a more com-
plete picture of socialization into adult-
hood. One of the central findings is that
this now-developed partisanship of 17 to
18-year-olds is largely heritable. Although
not all children shared the partisanship of
their parents, in very few cases did a child
have a partisanship in opposition to both
parents. Continued analysis after panel
waves indicated that partisanship contin-
ues to crystallize through the early adult
years and does not reach adult levels of
stability until persons are in their middle
to late twenties (Jennings and Markus
1984; Jennings and Niemi 1981). More-
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over, this preadult socialization process is
not entirely gradual but rather appears to
be strongly shaped by exogenous political
events such as presidential campaigns
(Beck 1974; Sears and Valentino 1997).

More recent efforts to understand the
development of partisan attitudes have
explored the emotional and cognitive
roots of these attitudes. The early devel-
opment and transmission of political
attitudes are primarily emotional. Chil-
dren develop an affective attachment to
parties long before they have the corre-
sponding understanding of issues and
policy to support this attachment (Beck
1974; Jennings and Niemi 1981). The
issue-based, cognitive component of par-
tisanship develops later in life and is cru-
cial for determining whether an individ-
ual will remain attached to that same
party (Beck 1974; Luskin, Mclver, and
Carmines 1989; Mattei and Niemi 1991).
Later on, the adherence to issue positions
different from those of one’s parents
moves individuals toward independence
or the party more congruent with their
ideology (Luskin, Mclver, and Carmines
1989).

Perhaps due to the difficulty in obtain-
ing good data, most discussion of social-
ization in recent years has focused on the
stability of partisanship once adulthood
is reached, rather than the more difficult
exploration of initial partisan develop-
ment. Although scholars of the Michigan
school have argued that partisanship
remains quite stable during adulthood
(Miller 1991; Miller and Shanks 1996), a
number of revisionist critiques have sug-
gested that the socialization process is far
from over and that adult partisanship is
responsive to government performance
(Fiorina 1981), emerging issues (Jennings
and Niemi 1981), and political campaigns
(Allsop and Weisberg 1988). Like the con-



18 Measuring Public Opinion

troversy over ideology, however, the
measurement of partisanship, and there-
fore subsequent estimates of its stability,
are not without question. Some (Green
and Palmquist 1990; Green, Palmquist,
and Schickler 2002) argue that problems
of measurement in partisanship are to
blame and that once these are corrected,
the role of adult socialization in this
regard is not substantial. Those scholars
arguing for limited partisan change in
adulthood make a persuasive case and
have the latest word, but just how much
adults’ partisan attitudes continue to
evolve will likely remain one of the sub-
stantial debates within the study of pub-
lic opinion.

The Media

For as long as scholars have been study-
ing public opinion, they have dealt with
the question of how much the media
influence what people think about poli-
tics. Before any systematic study, many
feared that the rise of radio and television
presented a distressingly persuasive vehi-
cle for propaganda. In The People’s
Choice (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet
1948), the first in-depth studies of media
impact on politics and public opinion,
political communication via mass media
served to strengthen the political predis-
positions voters already had. Though The
People’s Choice is most closely associ-
ated with the sociological approach to
public opinion and an almost sociodemo-
graphic determinism, the authors’ in-
sights into the lack of media effects were
psychological in nature. They argued that
citizens were predominantly exposed to
media communication that supported
their predispositions and that citizens
selectively interpreted communication
on both sides of issues as supporting their
preexisting political views.

The research of Paul Lazarsfeld’s group
was followed up by experimental psy-
chologists who likewise were surprised
at the apparently minimal persuasive
impact of exposure to television (Hov-
land, Lumsdaine, and Sheffield 1949).
Consequently, the predominant model of
media impact came to be called “mini-
mal effects,” as that characterized the
seemingly marginal impact of mass
media on citizens’ political views.
Through subsequent decades, there was
considerable focus on what ways and to
what degree the media presented a biased
portrayal of political reality, but there
was little examination of the central con-
tention of minimal effects. With little
evidence that the media was influencing
the content of mass political attitudes,
attention shifted to the idea of agenda-
setting—in other words, the degree to
which the media determines the public
agenda—what political issues people
think about. Out of confused and some-
what contradictory earlier results, a lon-
gitudinal analysis of media coverage and
public opinion provided persuasive,
though not definitive, evidence that the
public indeed follows the media in the
attention they pay to and importance
they attach to political issues (MacKuen
1981).

The study of media effects was revolu-
tionized in the 1980s when two re-
searchers (Iyengar and Kinder 1987) bor-
rowed that most trusted tool of
psychologists: the controlled experiment.
In order to demonstrate without a doubt
the causal connection between viewing
the news and changes in subsequent
political attitudes, Iyengar and Kinder had
ordinary adult subjects watch carefully
and subtly modified news broadcasts
under controlled laboratory conditions.
They went to considerable lengths to



make the process as realistic as possible.
For example, subjects came in five con-
secutive days to view a single newscast
per day and were presented with common
distractions such as other viewers and
magazines. The results in regard to
agenda-setting were robust. In some cases
the insertion of a single news story (e.g.,
on unemployment, national defense, etc.)
in a 23-minute broadcast was enough to
make subjects consider this a more polit-
ically important issue. Not on every
issue, but on an array of issues under a
series of different experimental condi-
tions, viewers believed those issues that
they had seen covered on the news to be
more important than did those persons
who had not seen these same stories.

In a closely related effect, termed
“priming,” Iyengar and Kinder showed
the power of agenda-setting to determine
the issues upon which citizens judge the
U.S. president’s job performance. Using
social psychology’s accessibility heuris-
tic, they argued that information that
more readily comes to mind (i.e., it is
accessible rather than an exhaustive
search of long-term memory) will be used
for complex political judgments. For
example, viewing news stories about
national defense makes such issues more
mentally readily available when citizens
are queried about the president’s perfor-
mance and therefore more likely to
impact the subsequent evaluation. In
their experiments, Iyengar and Kinder
find exactly this: exposure to particular
news stories made subjects considerably
more likely to evaluate the president
based on these dimensions. Of course,
given the differences between real-world
citizen-media interactions and even the
best laboratory setting, it is desirable to
have real-world survey evidence as well.
In the case of priming, the fortunate tim-
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ing of several national surveys has
enabled scholars to test the priming
hypothesis under real-world conditions.
Two such clear examples are changing
evaluations of President Ronald Reagan
in response to the Iran-Contra scandal
(Krosnick and Kinder 1990) and changes
in evaluations of President George H. W.
Bush on the basis of the 1991 Gulf War
(Krosnick and Brannon 1993).

With few challenges to the findings on
agenda-setting and priming, current con-
troversy within the study of media and
public opinion has turned to the effects of
negative advertising. In recent years, nega-
tive campaigning has received extensive
attention for its presumed corrosive
effects on the nature of political discourse
and citizen efficacy (Lau et al. 1999).
Though numerous historical studies
demonstrate that the practice of negative
campaigning is nothing new, the phenom-
enon does seem to have increased in fre-
quency and intensity of late (Lau et al.
1999). The recent debate prominently got
under way by virtue of a bold series of
political experiments (Ansolabehere and
Iyengar 1995). As with the Iyengar and
Kinder experiments, the authors went to
great lengths to ensure experimental real-
ism for the subjects. The experiments
took place during a real campaign, and fea-
tured real candidates, real voters, and pro-
fessionally produced political advertise-
ments inconspicuously placed in the
middle of a 15-minute news broadcast.
The positive and negative ads were virtu-
ally identical in visuals and text, except
for using opposite versions of key phrases,
for example, “supported” legislation ver-
sus “opposed” legislation, “rejected” cam-
paign contributions versus “accepted,”
and so on.

The key finding of Ansolabehere and
Iyengar’s experiments, bolstered by
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analysis of survey data, was that viewing
negative advertising made subjects statis-
tically less likely to go out and vote.
They also found that negative ads led to
genuine learning on the part of voters, in
large part due to their reliance on com-
monly held symbols and schemas. They
found that partisan agreement enhanced
learning from a negative ad. It seems that
preexisting political schemas tend to
make political advertisements much
more effective than product advertise-
ments.

In seeking the psychological underpin-
nings of this demobilizing effect,
Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1995) con-
clude that negative ads decrease the incli-
nation to turn out by raising cynicism
and declining confidence in the effective
of government institutions. These con-
clusions obviously do not bode well for
our democracy and were quickly chal-
lenged on a number of fronts. Using NES
survey data from a 30-year period, others
(Finkel and Geer 1998) found no evidence
that attack advertising made persons less
likely to vote at either the aggregate or
individual level. Another study (Kahn
and Kenney 1999) likewise failed to find
a demobilizing effect for negative adver-
tisements in a broad analysis of Senate
elections. One study (Wattenberg and
Brians 1999) most directly challenges the
claims of Ansolabehere and Iyengar.
They analyze the same aggregate data
and come to opposite conclusions,
which, naturally, Ansolabehere, Iyengar,
and Simon (1999) argue are likewise false.
Perhaps the most definitive statement on
the matter is the meta-analysis of studies
that examine the effects of negative polit-
ical advertising (Lau et al. 1999). Drawing
upon 117 findings from 52 different stud-
ies of the topic, they conclude that nega-
tive ads are no more effective than posi-

tive ads and lack any genuine deleterious
effects on the body politic.

Though the bulk of evidence seems to
support the contention that negative
advertisements do not demobilize the
electorate, the question is still very
much open to debate. Despite all the evi-
dence from aggregate data, the basic neg-
ative advertising experiments remain
compelling evidence until someone can
better explain why these experiments
should not translate into the real world
of politics. Stephen Ansolabehere and
Shanto Iyengar (1995) also make plausi-
ble claims that the aggregate data support
their contentions. Given the continued
concern about the effects of negative ads
among the media and the general public,
whether justified or not, and the lack of a
truly definitive answer from within polit-
ical science, we can expect this to con-
tinue to be an area of important debate.

Public Opinion and Race

Although the topic of race may seem a
somewhat unlikely theme in a general
discussion like this, it can be argued that
public opinion on race, more so than any
issue, is intimately linked with the psy-
chological perspective in public opinion.
Although classic studies dating back to
the 1940s and 1950s (Myrdal 1944; All-
port 1955) have addressed the issue of
racism in the public, the systematic
study of race and public opinion became
prominent only in the latter part of the
twentieth century. Prior to an in-depth
study of the issue, most scholars adopted
the economic perspective of rational self-
interest and assumed that citizen atti-
tudes on most policy issues, including
race, were determined by the citizen’s
own self-interest. One set of researchers
(Sears, Hensler, and Speer 1979) became
the first to rebut this based on a psycho-



logical model of “symbolic politics.”
This perspective argues that persons have
a limited number of affective political
predispositions (e.g., party identification,
ideology, racial prejudice, etc.) that are
acquired in childhood and maintained
thereafter, and also that adult response to
new policy issues is shaped by the simi-
larity of policy symbols to these long-
standing predispositions (Sniderman
1993).

The “symbolic racism” perspective
essentially argues that old-fashioned,
overt, crude racism has disappeared but
that racism itself remains a prominent
determinant of racial policy attitudes.
This “modern,” or “symbolic,” racism,
however, is much more subtle and essen-
tially hides racial resentment in the guise
of support for classic American values of
individualism. A number of studies
(Sears, Hensler, and Speer 1979; Kinder
and Sears 1981; Kinder and Sanders 1996)
have demonstrated that antiblack affect
(or racial resentment) confounded with
individualist attitudes (e.g., “most blacks
who receive money from welfare pro-
grams could get along without it if they
tried”) predicts white attitudes toward
busing, affirmative action, and similar
racial policies much better than any
apparent self-interest.

Although the symbolic politics per-
spective marshals compelling evidence
in a number of studies across a variety of
racial policy domains, it has come under
considerable attack from the “issue plu-
ralism” perspective championed by Paul
Sniderman and colleagues (e.g., Snider-
man and Piazza 1993; Sniderman and
Carmines 1997). These studies take
advantage of the latest advance in survey
technology, computer-assisted telephone
interviewing, which marries the large,
generalizable surveys of political scien-
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tists with the well-controlled experi-
ments of psychologists. For example, in a
nationwide survey question, one ran-
domly chosen call recipient may be
asked, “Would you deny unemployment
benefits to a white man who had been
unemployed for six months?” whereas
another person might receive an identical
question about a “black man.” By con-
trolling all aspects of the survey and
varying only the race of hypothetical pol-
icy beneficiaries, Sniderman and col-
leagues are well positioned to draw
causal conclusions about the factors
affecting racial attitudes. The issue plu-
ralism perspective argues that rather
than a blanket set of “racial policies,”
social welfare, equal treatment, and race
consciousness are all distinct policy
domains that draw upon different ante-
cedent attitudes. Most important, they
argue that racism, in any form, is decid-
edly not a major explanatory factor in
whites’ attitudes toward any of these pol-
icy domains.

Much like negative advertising, race
and public opinion is an issue that
remains decidedly unsettled. Essen-
tially, two groups of scholars taking dif-
ferent theoretical perspectives and using
different methods have reached opposite
and incompatible conclusions about the
role of racism in U.S. public opinion.
Nonetheless, the politics of race today
remain as vital and controversial as ever,
and public opinion scholars will un-
doubtedly keep working on these impor-
tant issues in an effort to better under-
stand the role of racial attitudes in U.S.
political life.

Conclusion

After covering such an expansive amount
of scholarship, as assessment is in order.
What have been the primary accomplish-
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ments of the psychological perspective?
The weaknesses? What does the future
hold for psychological approaches to pub-
lic opinion research? What are the
unique insights of the psychological
approach beyond, and in combination
with, contributions from sociology and
economics?

The psychological perspective has been
valuable in helping us to understand the
microlevel foundations of public opinion.
In other words, we seem to have a solid
understanding of how exactly a person
forms an opinion on a political issue, be
it affirmative action, a political candi-
date, or a potential war. Furthermore, the
psychological approach has rehabilitated
the early 1960s view of voters as hope-
lessly ignorant and politically naive. We
now understand that although citizens
may not seem to be exhaustively knowl-
edgeable on political issues, they use a
variety of psychological shortcuts to nav-
igate the political world in a reasonable
manner. By investigating not just what
people think about politics, but how peo-
ple think about politics, the psychologi-
cal perspective has created compelling
answers for old questions and raised
important new questions for the scien-
tific study of politics. In short, we now
have a much greater understanding of
how fundamental aspects of our democ-
racy (e.g., ideology, knowledge, media
influence, etc.) evolve from the complex
interplay between citizens and the politi-
cal and social world in which they are
immersed.

Despite its unquestioned success in
revolutionizing the study of public opin-
ion, the psychological perspective is not
without its shortcomings. Not surpris-
ingly, these failings come in an area
where social psychology has little to say:
socialization. Given social psychology’s

near-complete emphasis on experiments,
which are invariably short-term events,
the long-term development and change of
attitudes are largely ignored. Long-term
patterns of attitude development are
explored in the related discipline of devel-
opmental psychology, an intellectual area
from which political science has rarely
borrowed. In fact, the rise in the social-
cognitive approach, and its dominance of
public opinion research, largely coincide
with the decline of political scientists’
attention to issues of socialization.
Whereas our understanding of adult polit-
ical attitudes has developed dramatically
in recent decades, our knowledge of how
political attitudes grow and evolve
through childhood to adulthood has stag-
nated. It is not that worthy efforts have
come up short, but rather there has been
a shortage of worthy efforts to address
these questions. As public opinion schol-
ars embraced the social-cognitive per-
spective, they unfortunately left behind
consequential questions about the nature
of public opinion. Whether driven by
social psychology or not, the evolution of
adult political attitudes is an important
political question that warrants consider-
ation in future research.

What, then, might we expect in the
future from the application of social psy-
chology to public opinion? We should
probably expect incremental develop-
ments and refinements rather than any
bold new theoretical developments and/
or empirical findings. For many years, the
psychological perspective borrowed little
from social psychology except for the cen-
tral concept of the attitude. Once political
scientists looked more specifically to con-
temporary social-cognitive developments
(schema theory, heuristics, models of
memory, etc.), the application of these
rich theories led to dramatic improve-



ments in political understanding. Now,
however, political psychologists simply
keep abreast of the gradual improvements
in social psychology and social cognition
and apply them to public opinion.
Because social psychology is already a
mature social science compared to politi-
cal science (e.g., psychologists were con-
ducting groundbreaking experiments on
human behavior in the 1940s and 1950s,
at a time when political science was still
largely a descriptive and normative disci-
pline), we should not expect any great
leaps forward in social psychology at this
point, and hence no consequent leaps in
public opinion research, insofar as it is
based on social psychology.

In short, what we can likely expect
from psychological public opinion
research is a continued refinement of the-
ories and findings—a better understand-
ing of why and under precisely what cir-
cumstances various political judgments
are made. Perhaps most prominently, we
might expect some reconciliation of the
online and memory models. Both clearly
have their place, but exactly when and
under what circumstances are persons
more likely to rely on one than the other?
Likewise, what are the implications for
various issue domains, for example, race,
media effects, etc., as to whether they are
more prominently shaped by one of these
models? The review here has shown that
the psychological perspective has been
invaluable to the understanding of public
opinion in recent decades, and although
there may not be any great break-
throughs in the near future, we can cer-
tainly expect a continued evolution of
significant findings that should help us to
understand important questions of how
citizens and their government interact.

Steven Greene
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A Mass Media Perspective

As the fourth estate, the news media
serve a number of functions in modern
democracies, including helping citizens
to learn and to become involved in the
political and social worlds around them.
For decades, communication scholars
have been interested in the effects of the
news media, particularly its influences
on public opinion. This contribution
examines the role of mass media in the
formation of public opinion, focusing on
key theories and perspectives that link
the two.

Agenda-Setting: Media Effects on
Perceived Salience of an Issue

At the most basic level, the media serve
an agenda-setting function in that they
bring events from the unseen environ-
ment into citizen consciousness. As
political scientist Bernard Cohen put it,
“The press may not be successful all the
time in telling people what to think, but
it is stunningly successful in telling its

readers what to think about” (1963, p.
13, emphasis added). Thus the emergence
of agenda-setting as a domain of research
reflects a shift away from the persuasive,
or attitudinal, effects of the media to cog-
nitive effects of the media. Specifically,
agenda-setting research examines the
extent to which media coverage of an
issue influences audience members’ per-
ceived importance of that issue. In other
words, does increased media coverage of
an issue lead to increased salience of that
issue? Does the media’s agenda influence
the public agenda?

The seminal work on agenda-setting,
conducted by communication researchers
Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw
(1972), compared what voters reported as
key issues during the 1968 presidential
campaign with the actual content of the
mass media these voters had used during
the campaign. They found strong correla-
tions between voters’ perceptions of key
issues and campaign media coverage
found in local and national daily newspa-
pers and network television news. The
correspondence between voters’ percep-
tions of key campaign issues and news
magazine coverage was lower.

Since the early 1980s, agenda-setting
research has focused on a variety of topics,
including civil rights (Winter and Eyal
1981), crime (Brosius and Kepplinger
1995; Pritchard and Berkowitz 1993), the
Gulf War (Haney 1993; Iyengar and Simon
1993), the environment (Ader 1995; Atwa-
ter, Salwen, and Anderson 1985), and the
drug problem (Gonzenbach 1996). This
perspective has generated scholarship
grounded in a number of countries (e.g.,
Ghanem and Wanta 2001; Soroka 2002;
Wilke 1995) and has explored the effects
of various media and outlets, including
newspapers (Sohn 1984), television (Iyen-
gar and Kinder 1987; Watt, Mazza, and



Snyder 1993), online news (Althaus and
Tewksbury 2002), photographs (Wanta
1988), and advertising (Ghorpade 1986).
Agenda-setting effects differ in magni-
tude depending on a number of factors.
First, the obtrusiveness of the issue
under study can have an influence on
how much of a problem audience mem-
bers perceive the issue to be. Media cov-
erage of unobtrusiveness issues, or issues
with which individuals have little direct
experience, tends to lead to greater
agenda-setting effects (Zucker 1978). Sec-
ond, media coverage of issues that are
more concrete leads to greater agenda-
setting effects (Yagade and Dozier 1990).
Third, characteristics associated with the
individual audience member usually
make a difference. For instance, individu-
als with a high need for orientation—
defined as interest in or relevance of the
message content and the level of uncer-
tainty about the issue—will tend to be
more susceptible to agenda-setting influ-
ence (McCombs and Weaver 1973). The
correspondence between media and pub-
lic agendas also may be stronger among
more politically disengaged citizens
(Iyengar and Kinder 1987).
Agenda-setting researchers assume a
cumulative effect of media messages and
recognize that media coverage of issues
falls into four phases. At the outset,
before issues are targeted as problems and
thus worthy of news coverage, media
coverage is in the preproblem stage.
Media coverage in the discovery stage
begins to draw linkages among relatively
disparate incidents. Coverage of the issue
then peaks and is sustained for some
time during the plateau stage. Finally,
coverage heads into the decline stage as
other issues vie for attention (Gonzen-
bach 1996). Because there are cycles of
coverage, agenda-setting effects typically
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cannot be pinpointed to a specific mes-
sage. Similarly, the time between when
an issue appears on the media agenda and
when it emerges on the public agenda is
not fixed. Time lags range from a few
days to months to years (Jeffres 1997).

Although the term agenda-setting
reflects the influence of the media agenda
on the public agenda, the reverse cannot
be ruled out. A body of research on
agenda-building concerns the extent to
which media content is influenced by
sources such as policymakers and interest
groups representing the public (Berkowitz
1992). Sometimes content in one medium
or one outlet can affect what other media
present, a process known as intermedia
agenda-setting.

Although agenda-setting research is
concerned with the effects of one aggre-
gate-level phenomenon (media agenda)
on another aggregate-level phenomenon
(public agenda), it has been linked to
other bodies of research that help us bet-
ter understand the significance of issue
salience. Specifically, research in priming
indicates that audience members use
what is salient, or top-of-mind, to evalu-
ate issues or individuals (Iyengar and
Kinder 1987; Miller and Krosnick 1997).
Thus mass media coverage can influence
what citizens perceive to be important,
and citizens in turn use what is impor-
tant as standards by which to make polit-
ical judgments.

Framing: The Effects of

Media Presentations

Beyond their direct influences on public
opinion, such as making issues more
salient in people’s minds, the mass media
can shape public opinion in more subtle
ways through the way they cover events
or policies. In other words, audience
members’ interpretations of issues differ,
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depending on how these issues are
described in mass media rather than if
these issues are covered (Iyengar 1991;
Kahneman and Tversky 1984; Scheufele
2000). This process is known as framing.

Public opinion research commonly
distinguishes between a macroscopic and
a microscopic approach to framing
(Scheufele 1999). A macroscopic perspec-
tive focuses on media frames as out-
comes of journalistic norms or organiza-
tional constraints and is based on what
communication scholars Zhongdang Pan
and Gerald Kosicki (1993) call the “soci-
ological approach” to framing research.
This approach is commonly linked to
sociologist Erving Goffman’s (1974) work
on frame analysis and assumes that the
news media’s depiction of events depends
on the framework employed by the jour-
nalists. Or, as Goffman (1974) puts it,
“The type of framework we employ pro-
vides a way of describing the event to
which it is applied” (p. 24). Within this
macroscopic perspective, media frames
have been defined as a “central organiz-
ing idea” (Gamson and Modigliani 1987)
of a news story that gives it meaning by
providing a context to the reader and put-
ting the story into a larger context. Media
or news frames serve as working routines
for journalists, allowing them to quickly
identify and classify information and to
package it for efficient use by audience
members (Gitlin 1980).

Public opinion researchers focusing on
a microscopic (or psychological) approach
(Fischer and Johnson 1986) examine
frames as individual means of processing
and structuring incoming information.
This psychological approach is grounded
in social psychologist Muzafer Sherif’s
(1967) work on “frames of reference.”
Sherif assumes that individual judgments
and perceptions are not only influenced

by cognitive or psychological factors but
also occur within an appropriate frame of
reference. Therefore, it is possible “to set
up situations in which appraisal or evalu-
ation of a social situation will be reflected
in the perceptions and judgments of the
individual” (Sherif 1967, p. 382). Al-
though this work does not suggest how
mass media can influence individual judg-
ments and perceptions, research on
prospect theory (e.g., Quattrone and Tver-
sky 1988) points to a possible link
between mass media coverage and the
framework individuals employ to inter-
pret events. Specifically, how a decision-
making situation is framed can affect
what people believe will be the outcome
of selecting one option over the other
(Kahneman and Tversky 1984). In the
context of this microscopic approach,
audience frames are defined as “mentally
stored clusters of ideas that guide individ-
uals’ processing of information” (Entman
1993, p. 53). They are the interpretive
schema that audiences use to interpret
and make sense of news and other media
content.

The ability of the mass media to influ-
ence public opinion, then, lies in the
media’s ability to shape the predominant
frames used in public discourse of an
issue or event, thereby influencing the
way audience members interpret these
issues. In examining media impact on
public opinion, studies on framing tend
to differentiate media frames in a number
of ways.

One common distinction of media
frames situates the frame as either
episodic or thematic (Iyengar 1991).
Episodic news stories, typically found in
TV news, depict public issues as concrete
instances or specific events, whereas the-
matic news stories, often found in news-
paper stories, report more background



information and discuss trends and
themes. Individuals exposed to issues
framed episodically tend to perceive the
problem as a “mere idiosyncratic out-
come” (Iyengar 1991, p. 137). By contrast,
those who are exposed to stories framed
thematically are more likely to believe
that responsibility for the problem rests
with the government.

A second common pair of media frames
concerns what communication scholars
Joseph Cappella and Kathleen Hall
Jamieson (1997) call strategy and issue
frames. They argue that broadcast news
tends to avoid the substantive, in-depth
discussion of politics that people need in
order to make informed decisions. Rather
than reporting on candidates’ issue
stances or analyzing the relative merits of
various issue positions (issue frame), TV
news tends to frame campaign coverage
as a game—covering who is ahead and
who is behind and what strategies the
candidates are using in order to win (strat-
egy frame). Strategy-oriented coverage
increases cynicism among the electorate
and increasingly disengages citizens from
the political process.

The Spiral of Silence: The Effects of

Media Portrayals of Public Opinion

As noted above, the mass media can
influence public opinion on an issue by
merely covering that issue (agenda-set-
ting) or covering that issue in a particular
manner (framing). Mass media also can
shape public opinion by virtue of their
coverage of public opinion—in other
words, coverage of what everyone else
thinks provides important cues for the
expression of public opinion. This notion
is embodied in the spiral of silence theory
formulated by German communication
researcher Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann
(1974) and tested in numerous countries,
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including the United States (Glynn and
McLeod 1985), Hong Kong (Willnat 1996),
Israel (Shamir 1995), Japan (Ikeda 1989),
and Mexico (Neuwirth 2000).

The basic premise of the spiral of
silence theory is that one’s willingness to
publicly express one’s opinion on contro-
versial topics (e.g., politics, race, affirma-
tive action) is a function of how one per-
ceives public opinion. In any type of
community or social setting, Noelle-
Neumann argues, individuals constantly
scan their social environment to find out
what most people think about important
issues. Mass media, of course, are the
most easily accessible source for such
information. If people perceive a majority
of the population to hold a view incon-
sistent with their own, or if they see a
trend in that direction, they will be less
likely to publicly express their individual
opinion. This individual reluctance to
speak in public translates into a one-
sided perception of public opinion that
will increasingly silence people with
minority opinions.

The spiral of silence theory is based on
a number of assumptions rooted in
research from various disciplines, includ-
ing psychology, sociology, and political
science. First is the assumption that
most societies are characterized by some
level of social control, or what Noelle-
Neumann calls threat of isolation. “In
the social collective cohesion must be
constantly ensured by a sufficient level of
agreement on values and goals” (Noelle-
Neumann 1991, p. 258); to guarantee this
agreement, society threatens individuals
who violate the consensus with social
isolation and ostracism. Second, and
somewhat related, human beings are
fearful of that threat of isolation. Any for-
mation of individual opinions and atti-
tudes is therefore characterized by the
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fear of individuals to isolate themselves
within their social environment. Third,
as a result of fear of isolation, individuals,
with their quasi-statistical sense, con-
stantly monitor the distribution of opin-
ions in their environment as well as the
future trend of opinion. Such monitoring
can involve attending to media coverage
of an issue, direct observation of one’s
environment, or interpersonal discussion
of issues. Finally, individuals tend to pub-
licly express their opinions and attitudes
when they perceive their view to be dom-
inant or on the rise. When people sense
their view is in the minority or on the
decline, they become cautious and silent.
The interaction of these four factors
leads to a process of formation, change,
and reinforcement of public opinion.
Over time, changing perceptions of the
opinion climate influence people’s will-
ingness to express minority opinions and
thereby further diminish the perceived
public support for that minority view
until the majority stance emerges as the
consensus opinion. The critical factor is
the dynamic character of the theory, that
is, the interaction between perceived
aggregate climate of opinion and individ-
ual willingness to speak out (Scheufele
and Moy 2000). Perceptions of aggregate
opinion, biased or not, influence individ-
uals’ willingness to speak out, which in
turn influences their perception of the
climate of opinion. The result is a spiral
process that establishes one opinion over
time as predominant public opinion.
The spiral of silence theory places
great importance on the linkage between
media coverage and perceptions of public
opinion, suggesting that mass media
have a strong influence on which opin-
ions are perceived to be in the majority
and therefore influence individual-level
willingness to express these views. The

spiral of silence theory also is a
macrolevel theory of public opinion,
explaining social-level change with indi-
vidual-level and group dynamics, there-
fore providing links to the meso- and
microtheoretical levels.

Conclusion

The three major theories outlined above
reflect very different perspectives on the
process by which mass communication
bears on public opinion. Each theory rep-
resents a slightly different view of the
power of the media, as well as the extent
to which the public is regarded as
expressing opinions based on full infor-
mation or making political judgments
based on bits of information. More
important, these theories linking mass
media to public opinion integrate strands
of research from different areas into a
consistent theoretical model, bridging
gaps between disciplines such as psy-
chology, sociology, communication, and
political science.

Patricia Moy and
Dietram A. Scheufele
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Section Two:
Shaping Public Opinion

Interest Groups

“Interest groups (also known as factions,
organized interests, pressure groups, and
special interests) are natural phenomena
in a democratic regime—that is, individu-
als will band together to protect their
interests” (Cigler and Loomis 1998, p. 2).
Interest groups emerged and flourished
because of a continuing interest in
national policy and legislation. Focused
on a single issue or a range of issues, inter-
est groups represent subsets of the public
at large. Interest groups are both of the
public and apart from it. Consequently,
the mass public’s opinion (represented by
demonstrations, letters, or surveys) can be
both a tool and a challenge to an organi-
zation’s goals.

The Interest Group and Its Goals

Interest groups are collections of like-
minded individuals banded together to
influence government on a single issue or
group of issues. Individuals join interest
groups for three reasons: material benefits
(e.g., prescription drug discounts, tote
bags, bumper stickers). solidarity benefits
(intangible feelings derived from the act of
association), and expressive benefits
(intangible feelings generated by advanc-
ing a cause) (Olson 1971). Although
Alexis de Tocqueville (1984) has long
argued that the United States is a nation
of joiners, the choice to join a group is per-
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sonal and distinguishes individuals from
the mass public. After all, affiliation with
an interest group requires more than self-
identification; it requires membership
dues. Members of an interest group gener-
ally have strong feelings about the issue
position for which the group fights. Atti-
tudes among the public at large across the
same set of issues are likely to be differ-
ent. Thus, an interest group is an entity
existing within the mass public but apart
from it.

Individually, interest groups seek to
influence government for their own bene-
fit (although some benefits can be shared).
Writing in the Federalist Papers, James
Madison famously articulated the evils of
the faction and helped defend a system of
government that, via checks and bal-
ances, reduced the likelihood that a single
individual or faction would win on every
decision. Madison equated factions with
narrow interests arrayed against the
“aggregate interests of the community”
(Madison 1987, p. 123). By the twenty-
first century, however, interest groups
exist at the heart of U.S. “politics and pol-
icy making in a complex, large and
increasingly specialized governmental
system” (Cigler and Loomis 1998, p. 3).
Views of interest groups range from an
“element of continuity” in a complex
world to a source of “evil . . . greed, trick-
ery, deception and fraud” (Hugo Black,
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cited in Cigler and Loomis 1998, p. 3). In
either case, interest groups seek to influ-
ence government outcomes, by influenc-
ing policy or by influencing the policy-
makers.

On any given issue, there exists an
array of interests and interest groups all
seeking to lobby for their preferred out-
come. As a result, interest groups must
employ a range of activities (with varying
degrees of success) to set their views
apart from the multiple voices all are
seeking to influence. A long-standing
option for influencing those in power has
been to solicit a stamp of approval and
support from the public at large. Trum-
peting the support of the public allows an
interest group to move beyond charges of
selfish support of parochial goals to a
communitarian approach that benefits
all.

Recruiting with Public Opinion

According to political scientist Mancur
Olson, interest groups suffer from a fun-
damental dilemma, which he termed a
collective action problem. An interest
group is a group of like-minded individu-
als united around achieving a common
goal via political action, for example,
environmental protection legislation.
However, if the interest group is success-
ful, then members of the interest group
benefit, as do nonmembers, creating the
collective action problem of the “free
rider.” Individuals can benefit from the
law without contributing to the group
via membership dues (Olson 1971). The
free-rider problem can potentially devas-
tate an interest group if individuals
choose not to contribute, preferring to
enjoy the free benefits. Thus, interest
groups are forever searching for individu-
als who support the goals of the organi-
zation and are willing to participate

financially. Successful recruitment of
these individuals is critical to sustaining
the group and ultimately any attempt to
achieve its goals.

Public opinion is generically helpful
for organization recruitment and interest
group goals. “The ups and downs of or-
ganizational membership reflect .
changes in public opinion” regarding
group issues (Johnson 1998, p. 38). Some
interest group leaders believe that “a
spontaneous bubbling up of public senti-
ment” leads to increased group member-
ship (Johnson 1998, p. 45). These changes
in public opinion often stem from reac-
tions to crises or frustration regarding
government response to issues. How-
ever, the attitudinal response must also
spur action, ranging from the easy
(donating) to the difficult (volunteering),
for interest groups to benefit.

Additionally, via organizational polling,
groups can determine specific aspects of
public support for group goals. Polls also
help interest groups determine what
selective benefits might motivate individ-
uals to join groups. But “it is frequently
impractical for lobbies to try to influence
mass opinion” (Berry 1984, p. 136). Thus,
public opinion has greater influence and
import as a mechanism for signaling other
elites in the political process.

Using the Public in the Presurvey Era

Public opinion polling was not a key
component of any political strategy until
after the 1960s. Yet interest groups did
employ strategies that depended on pub-
lic attitudes. In 1958, V. O. Key noted
that there were essentially two types of
public strategies for an interest group:
short-term and long-term. A short-term
campaign “may be designed to whip up
public opposition to or support of a par-
ticular legislative measure” (Key 1958, p.



145). A long-term campaign involved the
management of public attitudes creating
favorable sentiment toward an industry
or corporation (Key 1958).

Interest groups demonstrated public
attitudes to the U.S. Congress via
protests, campaign contributions, letter-
writing campaigns, and telegrams. For
example, between 1930 and 1950 the
American Medical Association (AMA)
effectively opposed efforts to create
national health insurance (Starr 1982). In
that twenty-year period, the AMA ran
massive campaigns and successfully
changed congressional mail from 2.5:1 in
favor of health insurance to 4:1 against it
(Key 1958, p. 146). Although more diffi-
cult to organize, mass demonstrations
and protests were also effective mecha-
nisms for demonstrating voluminous sup-
port from the public for a group’s ideas
(Ginsberg 1986). Another mechanism
with which to demonstrate support or
opposition was the creation of the um-
brella organization. Numerous interest
groups representing different segments of
the population would band together in
order to demonstrate strength. These
options were all designed to signal to gov-
ernment that a narrow group represented
an idea or position supported by the larger
population. The development of the pub-
lic opinion poll made gauging popular
support easier.

Using the Mass Public in a Polling Era

In the 1960s and 1970s, public opinion
polls became the dominant source of
information on public attitudes for polit-
ical elites—including interest groups.
Interest groups jockey for position with
each other while employing an array of
tools with which to attempt to influence
Congress, the president, the media, and
the public. Public opinion poll data rep-
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resent a mechanism for evaluating
pitches to the public. However, public
opinion poll data are also offered as the
voice of the people. In contrast to a mass
mailing campaign or a march on Wash-
ington, displaying poll data is an ex-
tremely cost-effective means for articu-
lating the public will.

Educating the Public

During and between election cycles,
interest groups want to persuade individ-
uals and other groups to adopt their
thinking. Thus “at one time or another,
almost all interest groups find them-
selves trying to educate the public about
an issue” (Berry 1984, p. 143). Leaders of
interest groups often contend that the
public does not support their position
because the public does not understand
the issues (Berry 1984). Public opinion
surveys routinely report low political
knowledge for Americans about most
political issues (Erikson and Tedin
2001). Moreover, the more complex an
issue is, the more likely for misunder-
standing or lack of knowledge to stand
between the citizens’ and interest groups’
positions. Both free and paid media are
vital components to public education.
The free sources (newspapers, television,
and the Internet) represent the most cost-
effective means for groups to influence
the public via the dissemination of
research or supportive facts. Moreover,
information presented via the free media
lends credibility to an interest group’s
position.

Additionally, interest groups use public
opinion poll data to educate the public via
free media. Traditionally, the public opin-
ion reported in the news arises from sur-
veys generated by media organizations.
However, Michael Traugott finds that
groups sell their position and persuade
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journalists to run the interest group’s
position in a story based upon support
from poll data (Traugott 2002). The refer-
ence to public opinion makes the group
position newsworthy (Traugott 2002).
Interestingly, the savvy interest group
strategist can move the journalist with
only “alleged or implied but not revealed
polling data” (Traugott 2002, p. 21).
Interest group purchases of institu-
tional and ideological advertising on tele-
vision and in newspapers and magazines
are recent innovations in the running
battle to influence public opinion. The
legislative fights for health care and the
North American Free Trade Agreement
were peppered by sophisticated political
advertising. It is estimated that groups
spent $60 million on advertising, half of
all interest group spending resisting Pres-
ident Bill Clinton’s health care program
during 1993 and 1994 (West, Heith, and
Goodwin 1996). Focus groups and public
opinion surveys helped identify the key
issues for Americans displayed in the
infamous “Harry and Louise” ads, devel-
oped by the Health Insurance Associa-
tion of America (HIAA) (West, Heith, and
Goodwin 1996). The advertising effec-
tively educated the public about Clin-
ton’s health care plan but did not pro-
duce the intended public opposition to
the program (West, Heith, and Goodwin
1996). Interestingly, without actually
moving public opinion, the TV ad cam-
paign convinced elites in Congress that
opinion had shifted. The belief in the
potential for opinion shift due to the ads
was so strong that the House Ways and
Means Committee chair, Dan Ros-
tenkowski, made a deal with the HIAA.
Rostenkowski accepted “changes in
health care legislation in exchange for
HIAA'’s promise not to run ads in partic-

ular states” (West, Heith, and Goodwin
1996, p. 62.).

Dealing with Congress

Although Congress deliberates and votes
on the floor of the House of Representa-
tives and the Senate, most of the legisla-
tive work occurs in committees. Not
surprisingly, interest groups try to influ-
ence the work of the committees by
influencing members, “assisting” in the
markup of a bill, and participating in
the hearing and information-gathering
process. In this process, interest groups
consistently invoke public opinion as a
support for their position. In congres-
sional hearings, “representatives of inter-
est groups reflected only about one-sev-
enth of the witnesses who appeared
before committees to testify, but they
made half of all the references to ‘public
opinion’” (Traugott 2002). Interest
groups calculate that the invocation of
“public opinion” will remove the per-
ceived taint of representing “special
interests.” Interestingly, however, na-
tional public opinion data do not influ-
ence individual members of Congress.
Researchers note that past congresses
and past congressional leaders did not
identify opinion leadership and polling as
significant (Jacobs and Shapiro 1998).
Congress members and their staffs found
polls to be easily manipulated; “they dis-
trusted public opinion surveys and over-
valued focus groups” (Jacobs and Shapiro
2000). Not until the revolutionary Re-
publican movement under Newt Gin-
grich did the leadership make a con-
certed effort to utilize public opinion
poll data in strategizing (Jacobs et al.
1998). Even under the changing attitudes
toward polling by the leadership, individ-
ual legislators were highly suspicious



and even dismissive of public opinion
polling data (Jacobs et al. 1998).

Dealing with the President
Traditionally, the umbrella of the politi-
cal party ideologies sheltered interest
groups and provided mediation between
groups and government. However, since
the 1960s, presidents and interest groups
have bypassed the parties and relate to
each other directly. Since the White
House of Richard Nixon, presidents have
created staff positions and institutional-
ized the opportunities for access for
interest groups. These White House liai-
son officers were part of the White House
polling apparatus and were regular poll
users. Moreover, interest groups fre-
quently employed public opinion poll
information as part of their effort to
influence the president and his staff. The
interest groups used poll data to bypass
the parties and link their wants and
needs directly to presidential programs,
policies, and politics by sending poll
information to the White House.
Initially, the White House was leery of
interest group-generated data. But as
groups began utilizing “mainstream”
polling organizations, and even the firms
of presidential pollsters, the White House
began accepting, trusting, and utilizing
interest group poll data. An example
from Donald Rumsfeld, deputy chief of
staff during the Gerald Ford administra-
tion, reveals White House thinking: “I
pass along some polls and figures re-
ceived recently from the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee [AIPAC].
AIPAC is a domestic lobbying organiza-
tion, but the sources of the figures are
reputable polling organizations: Harris,
Gallup, and Yankelovich” (Memo to
Rumsfeld from Goldwin 5/1/75 in Robert
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Goldwin box 7 Jewish Issues [2] Gerald
Ford Library). Robert Goldwin continues,
informing Rumsfeld that “the significant
facts are that Nixon got 17 percent of the
Jewish vote in 1968 and 40 percent in
1972. ATPAC contends that this shift was
based mainly on gratitude for the deliv-
ery to Israel of Phantom jets early in
1972” (Memo to Rumsfeld from Goldwin
5/1/75). Simply by forwarding the results
of a poll, AIPAC’s interpretation of the
poll numbers penetrated the Ford White
House. AIPAC clearly linked approval
ratings to their issue: aid to Israel. Inter-
est groups widely adopted this tactic of
sending poll data and their spin on the
poll data to the White House.

The gathering of poll data by the White
House and from interest groups repre-
sents an interesting battle between the
outside lobbying (known as signaling)
and the inside tactic used by politicians
(called reverse lobbying). By forwarding
poll data and analysis, an interest group
can move beyond traditional lobbying by
offering not only its own membership’s
attitudes but also, via the poll, mass sup-
port for the group’s goals and ideals.
Sending poll data to the White House
enables an interest group to expand who
it purports to represent without expand-
ing its membership, which would trigger
inevitable collective action problems.
Moreover, the interest group can achieve
representation without dealing with the
muddied connection between the parties
and monetary contributions.

Conclusion

Interest groups are narrowly focused on a
single issue or subset of issues. As a
result, interest groups cannot claim to
represent mass public opinion, nor do
they wish to represent the public as a
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whole. However, groups often seek to
connect their goals to preferences that
the mass public shares. Tapping into
mass attitudes epitomizes good political
strategy, as it enables groups to expand
the scope of their claimed representation.
Public opinion poll data provide interest
groups with the ability to demonstrate
public support to political elites, to the
media, and to the public. Interest groups
do not always seek to demonstrate public
support. Sometimes groups strive to edu-
cate the public, and sometimes they are
content to buck the tide of public senti-
ment. Public opinion is but one tool
among many for influencing the power-
ful to support a cause.

Diane |. Heith
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News Media

The mass media provide the public with
information. This content and its presen-
tation shape public attitudes. Inversely,
the media also provide the public with
data resulting from opinion polls. But
public opinion data are not news in the
strictest sense. Thus messages from the
media both report the news and report the
ensuing effect of the news. The public’s
opinion has a long history within the U.S.
press. As a result, Americans are accus-



tomed to public opinion data appearing in
newspapers and on television. The pres-
ence of public opinion information on tel-
evision, on radio, and in the newspaper
not only provides factual information but
also influences the political process.

History of Polls and the Media
During the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, newspapers (the primary form
of mass communication) were arms of
the political parties. Newspapers began
collecting and reporting public attitudes
because politicians needed this informa-
tion. In the early 1800s the preferred
means for accumulating public opinion
was the straw poll. Straw polls were a
crude version of the modern public opin-
ion survey. Instead of interviewing over
the phone, straw polls counted a show of
hands or collected paper responses. The
Harrisburg Pennsylvanian performed the
first straw poll in 1824 (Erikson and
Tedin 2001). It correctly showed Andrew
Jackson as the popular winner over John
Quincy Adams and Henry Clay. (In actu-
ality, John Quincy Adams became presi-
dent. Although Jackson won the popular
vote, he did not have a majority of elec-
toral votes so the House of Representa-
tives decided the election. Adams won as
Clay threw his support behind Adams in
exchange for the position as Secretary of
State.] Straw polls remained popular
because they were relatively easy to pro-
duce. “One popular journalistic tactic
was to poll people on steamers and pas-
senger trains” (Herbst 1993, p. 76). Straw
polls first appeared in the press coverage
of early-nineteenth-century elections and
became a significant component of elec-
tion and political coverage.

Straw polling came to an abrupt end,
and scientific, randomly sampled polling
became the preferred option for journal-
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ists after 1936. In the 1920s and 1930s,
Literary Digest, a popular magazine, used
straw polling to predict election out-
comes. Literary Digest mailed and
counted millions of ballots, and the
results appeared in cartoons and other
newspapers and magazines all over the
country. Politicians watched the predic-
tions with great interest because for years
they were fairly accurate, correctly pre-
dicting both the winners and vote differ-
entials from 1920 to 1932 (Herbst 1993).

In 1936, Democrat Franklin Roosevelt
defeated Republican Alf Landon for the
presidency in a spectacular popular vote
(60.8 percent to 36.5 percent) and Elec-
toral College landslide (523-8). Literary
Digest predicted that Landon would
win—and big. Literary Digest was dra-
matically incorrect because the magazine
mailed ballots to and received responses
from households based on telephone
directories and automobile registrations,
which placed these respondents primarily
in the upper income brackets. In addition,
in the same election George Gallup used
random sampling, based on mathematics,
and came within 7 percentage points of
accurately predicting the Roosevelt vic-
tory (Glynn et al. 1999). Straw polling dis-
appeared as the media completely
adopted random-sampled, statistically
based poll data.

However, the early years of “scientific”
polling were not without problems and
embarrassment for the media. In 1948,
randomly sampled polling inaccurately
predicted Republican Thomas Dewey
would beat the incumbent president,
Democrat Harry Truman. The 1948 error
was not due to a focus on one income
bracket but rather polling too early in the
race (Asher 2001). Many Democrats who
defected early came back to Truman in
the end. Polling closer to election day
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might have prevented the famous news-
paper headlines declaring Dewey victori-
ous. However, these early setbacks did
not prevent the print and electronic news
outlets from increasing their reliance on
polls for issue and election coverage.

Modern Media Use of Polls

In a major change from the 1800s, print
and electronic media not only report
polling information but also produce it
regularly. Moreover, TV networks and
newspaper outlets have combined to pro-
duce and disseminate public opinion. For
example, the results of a CBS News/New
York Times poll may appear in a story in
the Times, a report on CBS Nightly News,
and in news releases by both organiza-
tions (Asher 2001) (NBC News works
with the Wall Street Journal and ABC
News works with the Washington Post).
These polling conglomerates provide a
constant source of public opinion for the
news organizations while spreading the
costs. Media outlets initially sought con-
stant sources of opinion to bolster their
campaign and election coverage.

During campaigns, electronic and print
media use poll data primarily to keep
track of the “horserace”—who is ahead,
who is behind, and whose fortunes have
changed most dramatically. The media
do track responses to the issues and can-
didate issue positions, but the horserace
poll data dominate most media coverage
of most campaigns.

In the 2000 presidential race, the
media polls increasingly frustrated jour-
nalists covering the campaign. From Sep-
tember through November, all media
polls (as well as Gallup and Harris)
revealed an exceptionally close race. Re-
publican candidate Governor George W.
Bush and Democratic candidate Vice
President Al Gore fluctuated back and

forth, running neck and neck in the polls.
Nightly newscasts regularly cited 40-45
percent of Americans supporting each
candidate, with 10-20 percent claiming
to be undecided. With a margin of error of
plus or minus 5 percent, the presidential
race could not be called for either candi-
date. Thus, anchors and columnists were
forced to inform their audience night
after night that they could not predict the
outcome: the race was too close to call.
Of course, the polls turned out to be cor-
rect: the national race was too close to
call, as the presidential race in individual
states, like Florida, revealed.

Between campaigns, media outlets con-
tinue to track and use public opinion data,
although with less frequency than the bar-
rage during election cycles. The most
prevalent use of public opinion polling by
the media is in presenting presidential
approval ratings: “Do you approve or dis-
approve of the way George W. Bush is han-
dling his job as president?” Because media
outlets have the capability to conduct
their own polls, surveys can be conducted
across a range of issues with very little
notice. Thus, on virtually any issue, elec-
tronic and print media outlets can relate
public opinion to any news story when-
ever they choose. When newspapers use
public opinion for issue articles, approxi-
mately 30 percent of the poll data concern
economic issues, 40 percent concern
domestic issues, and 30 percent concern
foreign policy issues. On television, 70
percent of the poll data concern domestic
issues, with 15 percent concerning eco-
nomic and foreign policy issues.

During a crisis, the media traditionally
rely on public opinion to evaluate the
government’s responses. In an armed con-
flict, the media employ the president’s job
approval rating as a signal for citizen sup-
port for the effort. Thus, as a president’s



ratings typically increase in what is
known as the rally-round-the-flag effect,
the media provide a conduit for displays
of patriotism. However, in the aftermath
of September 11, 2001, media outlets did
not display a significant amount of
polling. In 2001, polling on terrorism rep-
resented only 15 percent of all issue
polling on television. In contrast, 45 per-
cent of all polls on television concerned
the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal in 1998.

Influencing the Public
For Americans, the news is a picture of
reality, by day or by week, depending on
the news source. However, very little
news is actually event-driven. An analy-
sis of two major newspapers discovered
that only 1 percent of political news sto-
ries were reports of events. Instead, the
newspapers reported “political talk”: the
information from interviews, press con-
ferences, and news releases (Kernell and
Jacobson 2000, p. 467). Political talk ben-
efits both the news organizations and the
politicians. Media outlets receive a regu-
lar source of information (events are
obviously not as predictable). The politi-
cians receive a mechanism with which to
reach the public and other politicians.
The media are not simply a conduit for
political talk. The information that the
media provide the public influences the
public in a multitude of ways. The
media, in particular television, have the
powerful ability to influence attitudes
and beliefs by virtue of their delivery sys-
tem. Media reports influence what peo-
ple think and believe, not only by provid-
ing information but also by the way in
which they provide information. The
media both prime the audience and
frame information. When priming, the
press signals to the public that one issue
is more important than another by plac-
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ing it above the fold on the front page or
first on the nightly TV newscast. In addi-
tion, the media influence public opinion
as well as the political process by virtue
of the agenda-setting role. The press sets
the agenda by selecting certain stories to
discuss rather than others.

The media profoundly influences pub-
lic opinion because it represents the pri-
mary source of information for the pub-
lic. How the media tell a story also
influences beliefs and attitudes by fram-
ing the information. “There are com-
pelling reasons to believe that the
media’s focus on [the frames of] political
conflict and the strategies of politicians
and political activities affect[s] public
opinion” (Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, p.
231). By emphasizing one view or down-
playing one fact, the media will not nec-
essarily change latent opinion, but they
can prompt different expressed re-
sponses. Moreover, the current journalis-
tic norm, which demands storytelling
with the opposing sides clearly articu-
lated, signals to the public those voices
that are valuable. Even the choice by the
reporter of whom to quote and when to
narrate influences the information the
public digests (Jacobs and Shapiro 2000).

The confluence of reporting style,
placement of information, and coverage
of individuals moves public opinion—
and the changes are measurable. Short-
term opinion change is dramatically
influenced by the news media (Page,
Shapiro, and Dempsey 1987). In particu-
lar, messages from reporters (and
anchors), experts, and popular presidents
have the greatest impact on opinion
(Page, Shapiro, and Dempsey 1987).

Influence on the Process
In the twenty-first century, the media are
presenting public opinion information to
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a greater degree than ever before. In fact,
public opinion is presented to the public
almost solely by the news media. Individ-
uals rarely learn of aggregate data collec-
tion from any of the other organizations
that poll (e.g., academics, consultants,
and polling organizations). Moreover, the
media, through their polling conglomer-
ates, are producing the public opinion
they employ. The increased media polling
influences the political process—for the
media, elites, and the public.

The combination of increased interest
in and increased access to public opinion
information prompts concern over the
methods of conducting polls, as well as
the mechanisms for reporting poll find-
ings. Journalists are now trained to
employ public opinion poll data, al-
though that training produces a “preoc-
cupation” with the “objective” poll
results. The reporting of poll results suf-
fers from traditional critiques of
reporters—superficiality and lack of
analysis (Asher 2001).

However, the most critical questions
connecting public opinion coverage to the
political system occur in the campaign
arena. News coverage of the horserace
eerily parallels poll results of the standing
of candidates. Therefore, the better a can-
didate does in surveys, the more coverage
the candidate receives. This “indexing” of
the amount of coverage also affects the
tone of coverage (Jamieson 2000). Candi-
dates who lead in the polls are described
as the ones to beat, whereas those candi-
dates who trail are considered “on the
ropes” (Jamieson 2000). The influence of
the polls on the reporter subsequently
influences the citizen and the poll respon-
dent. Political scientist Larry Bartels
(1988) finds that the “horserace” report-
ing of standings influences outcomes dur-
ing the primary season. In what appears

to be a vicious cycle, reporters highlight
changes in poll numbers and, in particu-
lar, who is trailing. The mere mention of
such information can alter subsequent
poll responses, as poll respondents may
not want to indicate support for someone
whose star is falling. More significant,
reporting changing poll fortunes can
influence voting and ultimately primary
race outcomes, as voters are reluctant to
support a loser.

Poll reporting by the news media can
have various effects. The in-house cre-
ation of survey data contributes to the
overuse of such data. Media use of poll
data also encourages horserace reporting
by eliminating candidates early, thereby
altering campaign outcomes. The re-
peated use of the in-house poll also legit-
imizes and gives preferential treatment
to in-house poll data. Thus, the media
tend to ignore other (perhaps contradic-
tory) poll results.

The presence of a consistent and con-
stant source of information also leads to
the highlighting of interesting poll find-
ings (Bartels 1988; Asher 2001; Herbst
1993). If a media conglomerate performs a
survey and produces unexpected results,
then those results become news. Thus
the very presence of the ability to collect
information highlights issues that are not
currently political issues. Therefore the
media reporting of poll information can
potentially create public debates that may
not have existed prior to the poll.

Information reported by the news
media receives a measure of validation
via priming, framing, and agenda-setting.
The presentation of survey information
goes a step farther, validating or socializ-
ing individuals toward the attitudes
espoused. Poll data lend an air of author-
ity to discussions of any news story. A
1985 Roper poll on the state of public



opinion polls revealed that most Ameri-
cans believe polls are accurate, are hon-
est, and that respondents tell the truth
when answering. However, respondents
did question the validity of random sam-
pling when pressed by follow-up ques-
tions on the subject (Herbst 1993). Thus,
the media, by virtue of their use of public
opinion, further influence public opinion
by using poll data as “proof” of a position.

The influence of the media on public
opinion, and thus the political process,
looms large. The role of polling in media
stories is just as significant. Traditionally
the press relies on authoritative govern-
ment officials as its primary sources. The
presentation of public opinion within
this news genre is usually as evaluator of
government performance. However, pub-
lic opinion can also become another
voice within the story.

By and large, public opinion is not pre-
sented in the same manner that the
media present information from sources
like government officials and/or govern-
ment spokespersons. Rather than provide
a forum for the masses during issue
debates or critical events, the media tend
to report only campaign horserace infor-
mation and presidential approval ratings
(Bennett 1989). Thus, as a “gatekeeper”
for filtering public voices, the media mar-
ginalize public opinion by presenting the
“wrong” type of polling data. “Only on
amorphous concerns such as presidential
approval and candidate popularity do peo-
ple hear their opinion voices forcefully
and regularly in the context of a general
public opinion (usually expressed in poll
data) that can be heard as a loud, persis-
tent and legitimate voice” (Bennett 1989,
p. 325). Media application of public opin-
ion dooms the information to become an
afterthought or spectator within any issue
debate. The news media marginalize pub-
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lic opinion as a legitimate source of
authority during policy debates.

However, whereas press reporting on
campaigns may in fact trivialize the pub-
lic’s voice, political issue debates produce
different media behavior. Examining the
issue of health care, political scientists
Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Y. Shapiro
find that “political strategy and conflict
may not be chasing out news coverage of
substantive policy issues. . . . health care
issues were portrayed more in positive
and constructive terms than negative
ones” (2000, p. 217). Further, they con-
tend that reducing the public to a jury
who evaluates after both sides state their
case misses the dynamic interaction of
public opinion with the media and other
actors in the political process.

Conclusion

The media want to report the public’s
attitudes. The public’s opinion represents
a useful evaluation of campaigns, issues,
and events. However, by virtue of provid-
ing information to the public, the media
also influence the public and thus the
political process. Thus, for the media,
public opinion is both a measurement of
the audience and a tool to be used. Via
priming, framing, and agenda-setting,
news and political information not only
informs but also sways. Similarly, the
presentation of public opinion poll data
by the media provides the public with an
opportunity to voice its opinion between
elections but also to be influenced by its
own mass voice.

Diane J. Heith
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Political Parties

Parties and Polling

Onetime Republican Party pollster
Richard Morris, who would work closely
with Democratic president Bill Clinton,
writes that his job was “figuring out how
politicians can advance issues that move
voters and win elections” (1999, p. 7).
This also is the primary goal of political
parties, and opinion polling is one of the
more important tools of achieving that
goal. Mr. Morris’s successful strategy

involved using opinion polls to tell Mr.
Clinton “which of the positions he had
already taken were the most popular. I
would always draw the distinction
between deciding on policy and identify-
ing certain issues for emphasis” (1999, p.
9) in campaign material.

This contribution will address two
broad topics. The first is the ways in
which parties use polls as tools to
advance election campaigns and public
policy. The second is the ways in which
the public perceives parties and their par-
ticular strengths and weaknesses. It’s not
always clear who is leading and who is
following. In some cases parties and offi-
cials introduce issues, and party loyalists
respond; it is also true that politicians
respond to what they find is popular
through opinion research.

Parties, Politicians, and Polling

Parties use polls to identify their
strengths and weaknesses. They use polls
to figure out issues that are important to
core constituents and to the larger public.
They use polls to uncover strengths and
weaknesses in the opposing party both to
win elections and to win legislative
debates. These polls are raw materials
used to make weapons used against oppo-
nents, and survey research is used to help
advocate the issues needed to build a
party’s base of support in a policy debate
or a campaign. In terms of dealing with
public opinion, political leaders fill sev-
eral important roles: they set agendas,
they raise the salience of issues, and they
offer choices.

Salience and Agenda-Setting

The salience of a problem refers to its
importance in relation to other prob-
lems. Having enough money for Social
Security recipients today may be impor-



tant, but it is in competition with fight-
ing global terrorism for the “most impor-
tant” problem.

Both are on the policy agenda, and the
one that is most salient usually gets the
most attention. To uncover the salience
of issues and to help set agendas, party
leaders will hire pollsters to ask people
questions like “What is the most impor-
tant problem facing the country?” At the
same time, politicians can raise the
salience of certain issues by persistently
discussing them.

President Clinton and his Republican
opposition, for example, used poll num-
bers to help them choose persuasive lan-
guage for advancing competing ideas
about modernizing Social Security,
Medicare, welfare programs, and improv-
ing the economy. President Clinton did
this first by regularly raising the issues
most beneficial to him in public
addresses. Clinton was advised to high-
light “optimistic” language about it dur-
ing his State of the Union address and in
the 1996 election season (Morris 1999).
Later, polls told him to contrast with
Republican alternatives described as “too
conservative.”

Clinton also would emphasize that he
was aware of public concerns about the
financial well-being of the Social Secu-
rity program. His polls guided him to
refer to “the public” and its support for
his proposals for “saving” Social Secu-
rity. Many of his Republican opponents,
meanwhile, used polls that showed sup-
port for “privatizing” parts of Social
Security (see Cook, Barabas, and Page
2002). Polls are thus used to guide party
leaders in their word choices and the
themes they advocate.

Because the public and policy-setting
institutions have limited time and
resources to deal with issues, candidates
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need to make choices about whether
they should emphasize platforms con-
cerned with, for example, the environ-
ment, tax cuts, foreign affairs, education,
or law enforcement. This is what Morris
advised his political clients to do—use
polls to identify topics of discussion and
then emphasize high-priority issues
where the party’s positions were most
pleasing to voters.

Republicans and Democrats offered
competing ideas for dealing with Social
Security. They used polling numbers to
support their claims. This might seem
like someone, then, isn’t telling the
truth. But researchers seem to think that
outright lies by party elites are rare; how-
ever, they also caution that it’s just as
hard to find clear-cut support for many of
their assertions (Cook, Barabas, and Page
2002).

Local political organizations, like
national parties, use polling devices for
election strategy and policy advocacy. In
Chicago, for example, aldermen are
elected without party labels attached to
their names. However, most are Demo-
cratic activists, and this is widely re-
ported in local newspapers. One Chicago
alderman who presides over the Democ-
ratic ward organization recently used sur-
veys to decide how closely he should
align himself with the administration of
Mayor Richard M. Daley, local members
of the state assembly, and other local
interests like labor unions or influential
clergy. The poll served to identify por-
tions of the ward where individuals felt
underrepresented. The poll gauged name
recognition of the incumbent alderman,
assessed policy areas where he was con-
sidered weak or strong, identified salient
policy issues, and measured attitudes
about an individual rumored to be inter-
ested in challenging the organization’s
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candidate in the upcoming city council
elections.

These types of surveys, often called
benchmark polls, cover a lot of ground.
Local party organizations and candidates
want an early indication of their
strengths and weaknesses prior to the
beginning of an active campaign. They
usually sample voters who are expected
to vote in party primary elections and in
the general election. Because many states
record who votes in the party primaries,
these records are public information and
can become the basis of drawing a sample
for a political party.

These polls ask about a variety of top-
ics and then ask if this changes people’s
minds about the candidate. They ask
likely voters about their views of candi-
dates when he is described by “positive”
traits: Does the alderman “get things
done”? Does he care about people like
me? Is he fiscally responsible? These
polls try to find out how well he is
described by words like “political
machine,” “self-serving,” or “arrogant.”
They test campaign themes to see which
are most persuasive, the issues that will
raise doubts about the party’s candidate,
and the way the candidate’s position
meets voter demands. Similar questions
were asked about potential opposition to
the ward organization’s candidate.

Answers to these questions would be
used to develop a campaign strategy and
to anticipate attacks that he might come
up against. This type of information will
let the party organization develop an
attack campaign against a formidable
opponent or respond to an opponent’s
political attacks. The party organization
can compare his “positives” and “nega-
tives” among whites and African Ameri-
cans, business owners and union mem-
bers, or men and women. This knowledge

gives the party organization a chance to
develop targeted campaign materials and
will allow the incumbent alderman a
chance to initiate pleasing policy pro-
grams in the city council even before for-
mal campaigning begins.

Partisanship and Political

Preferences in the Public

“Partisanship is the single most impor-
tant influence on political opinions and
voting behavior,” write social scientists
William H. Flanigan and Nancy H. Zin-
gale (1998, p. 53). Partisanship is the
attachment a person feels toward a polit-
ical party. People feel drawn to political
parties for a variety of reasons, and this
attachment is an important indication of
how people will look at candidates and
policy issues. Party attachment is often
acquired in childhood, much like reli-
gion. For a lot of people, this loyalty
deepens during adulthood and becomes
part of a person’s self-image.

Political analysts tend to agree that
party attachments are important indica-
tors of how people will respond to survey
questions about political topics. The Pew
Charitable Trusts funded a study that
reported during the 2002 congressional
election campaign that “Democrats are
favored (51 percent—40 percent) among
those who point to general economic
concerns or jobs, while Republicans hold
a comparable edge among voters who cite
taxes as the top issue.” This survey also
found that affiliation corresponds with
how they look at a serving president,
which relates to voting intent:

Republican voters continue to say
their congressional vote is a vote in
support of the president. Nearly six-
in-ten (54 percent) say this is the
case. In 1998, just a third (35 percent)



of Democratic voters considered their
midterm vote to be a vote for Presi-
dent Clinton. Most Democratic vot-
ers (56 percent) say Bush is not a fac-
tor in their vote, while three-in-ten
consider their vote to be a vote
against the president. This is consis-
tent with the 1998 midterms, when
36 percent of Republican voters said
their vote was in opposition to Bill
Clinton.

Other surveys bear this out. The
National Election Studies (NES) at the
University of Michigan reports how
Democrats and Republicans think the
government should deal with certain
issues. Table 1 summarizes the ideas ex-
pressed in the 2000 NES survey.

The Pew analysis indicates that people
who favor lower taxes liked Republicans,
whereas people who are worried about
the economy preferred Democrats. Some
analysts, however, think that it is parti-
sanship that determines policy prefer-
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ences, rather than the policy preferences
that cause people to side with either the
Democrats or Republicans.

“The alternative positions champi-
oned by party elites structure the politi-
cal choices offered to the mass public and
thus play an important role in the devel-
opment and expression of citizens’
views,” according to recent findings
reported by political scientists Geoffrey
C. Layman and Thomas M. Carsey (2002,
p. 788). Layman and Carsey find that peo-
ple with a strong sense of party loyalty
pay close attention to what their party
leaders say about current political issues.
When Democratic and Republican lead-
ers speak on an issue, loyalists tune in
and get an indication of how people like
them should think.

In other words, loyal Republicans and
Democrats adjust their policy views,
rather than their party affiliation, to keep
their stands on issues and party attach-
ment from coming into conflict. This is
true not only on a single issue but also on

Table 1 Democratic and Republican Solutions to National Problems

Issue % of Democrats % of Republicans % of Independents

To balance budget, respondent 8 37 15
favors cuts in government
services & spending.

Individuals should be on their 40 66 46
own to guarantee job or
standard of living.

Government should provide 51 21 41
more services.

Favor government health 48 27 43
insurance plan.

Blacks & minorities should 38 67 49
help themselves.

Abortion should always be a 46 30 39
personal choice.

Favored increased military 37 60 40
spending.

For tables of full results see the NES website, http://www.umich.edu/~nes/nesguide.
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a range of domestic concerns. The view
of Layman and Carsey contrasts with
Morris’s. To Morris, party leaders, and
President Clinton in particular, would
“use polls to adjust not just his thinking
on one issue, but his frame of reference
so that it was always as close to congru-
ent with that of the country as possible”
(Morris 1999, p. 11). Similarly, the Pew
analysis suggests that people with partic-
ular policy concerns align themselves
with parties most sympathetic to those
concerns.

Many analysts also disagree about what
happens with old political issues as party
leaders raise new concerns. Some think
that issues are “displaced.” That is, as
new issues emerge as important, they
replace older issues, which lose their
importance (see, e.g., Schattschneider
1960; Sundquist 1983). Others, like Lay-
man and Carsey, say that there is a “con-
flict extension,” where people who iden-
tify with political parties move with their
party leaders farther to the extremes. In
either event, party leadership has an
important role in replacing issues on the

public agenda or sharpening the contro-
versy around political topics.

Although party leaders can influence
party loyalists, it is true that voters eval-
uate parties on an issue-by-issue basis.
This means that voters look at parties
and think one is better able to fix a prob-
lem than the other. For example, Repub-
licans are often given more favorable rat-
ings with respect to military and foreign
policy. Meanwhile, Democrats benefit
from domestic policy, or group benefit
policies. In a recent Pew Center survey,
participants were asked which party was
better able to deal with several important
problems. Table 2 shows where each
party seems to have strengths and weak-
nesses on some of those issues.

Because parties appeal to different
groups for support, they will identify dif-
ferent “issues” as “problems,” they will
weight their importance differently, and
they will offer different solutions. Public
opinion polls are useful tools for parties
to use in addressing these issues and sup-
portive groups. Polls are also useful in
defining issues and candidates. Polls sug-

Table 2 Perceptions of Political Parties’ Strengths and Weaknesses

% Say % Say % Say
Republicans Democrats Neither Party % Don’t Know
Issue Have Best Ideas Have Best Ideas Has Best Ideas  or Refused
Keeping Social Security 32 38 9 21
financially sound
Providing prescription 21 39 9 31
benefits to seniors
on Medicare
Dealing with the 44 24 10 22
Middle East
Dealing with military 56 19 5 20

effort to destroy
terrorist groups

Available on the Internet at http://people-press.org/dataarchive.



gest to candidates where they are vulner-
able to attack and where their opponents
are weak or strong.

This discussion has introduced readers
to political parties and their relationships
with survey research. Opinion polls and
political parties have an interesting rela-
tionship. Parties rely on polls to tell
them which ideas and leaders have the
best chances of success. They have
strategic value, such as indicating which
issues and descriptions of candidates
should be used. They can also help us
evaluate parties and measure popular
support for their platforms. They indi-
cate which party as a group has the great-
est support for its plans for dealing with
important social issues, like keeping
Social Security solvent or fighting terror-
ism. Polls also tell us that over time,
party leaders and loyalists respond to
issues or identify new issues, often in
tandem.

Sean Hogan
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Presidents
Leading the public is the primary govern-
ing strategy of modern presidents. As part
of the permanent campaign, presidents
cultivate public support for their policy
initiatives, reelections, and prestige in
dealing with legislators, bureaucrats,
media, and foreign diplomats. Public sup-
port increases the likelihood that presi-
dents will achieve their policy and politi-
cal goals; public support is a potential
source of power for modern presidents
(Neustadt 1990). The public has also
become somewhat of a liability to presi-
dents. Public expectations of presidential
performance are often unrealistically high
given the president’s lack of unitary con-
trol over government and international
events. The public typically punishes
presidents for poor economic perfor-
mance even though the chief executive
cannot direct the economy. Despite the
importance of public approval to the pres-
ident’s power and authority, having it
does not guarantee the president success.
To cultivate public support and to tem-
per high public expectations, modern
presidents must know where they stand
vis-a-vis public opinion. The most direct
method of determining public support for
the president involves measuring presi-
dential approval. As a result, political sci-
entists have dedicated much effort to
learning about and explaining presiden-
tial approval and its impact on politics.
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Indeed, we know a great deal about pres-
idential approval ratings. We know who
approves of the president, what affects
approval ratings, and how approval rat-
ings trend within and across presidential
administrations. We know that rally
events and national addresses can
increase, and a souring economy can
decrease, approval ratings. I detail these
next, beginning with a definition of pres-
idential approval.

What Is Presidential Approval?

Since the administration of Franklin D.
Roosevelt, the Gallup polling organiza-
tion has assessed public support for the
president. The typical question asked by
Gallup, and since adopted by most other
polling organizations, is “Do you approve
or disapprove of the way [president’s
name] is handling his job as president?”
Some polling organizations have ex-
tended this basic approval question to
assess the president’s handling of specific
policy areas, such as foreign affairs, the
economy, and health care.

Essentially, the president’s approval
ratings represent a continuous referen-
dum on the president’s performance in
office. When presidents are able to fulfill
their campaign promises, the economy
happens to be growing, and the presi-
dency is not mired in scandal, the public
typically rewards the president with high
approval ratings. As the economy sours,
presidents reach stalemate with Con-
gress, and foreign conflicts persist, the
public punishes the president. Salient
issues have the greatest impact on the
public’s evaluation of the president’s job
performance (Krosnick and Kinder 1990).
Because the economy is often salient,
especially when it is in recession, the
state of the economy often determines a
president’s popularity.

Some may infer that presidential
approval ratings represent the public’s
support of the president’s personality, not
the president’s performance. Because the
president’s personality is stable over the
course of his tenure (Barber 1972), yet
presidential approval ratings fluctuate
(see Figure 1), it follows that a president’s
job approval rating represents the public’s
support for the president’s performance
in office, not his personality. Besides,
Gallup and other organizations also
assess the president’s favorability, which
may be based more on personality than
on performance (Cohen 1999).

Who Approves of the President

Two factors explain who approves of the
president. First, party identification has a
clear and unequivocal influence on the
public’s perception of the president’s job
performance. The party in the electorate
shares beliefs with the party in govern-
ment, which translates into party-based
support for the president. Typically,
Republicans approve of Republican presi-
dents and Democrats approve of Demo-
cratic presidents. Second, the public has a
deep psychological bond to the president,
the central leader of the nation. As a
result, the public is predisposed to re-
spect, to trust, and to support the presi-
dent. Lacking detailed information about
the president’s achievements and fail-
ures, the public will rely on a “positivity
bias” and support the president (Edwards
1990).

The Rise and Decline of

Presidential Approval

Presidents typically begin their tenure
with high approval ratings. During the
honeymoon, presidents act on campaign
promises by proposing legislative initia-
tives. Presidents often receive high
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approval ratings due to the public’s posi-
tivity bias (Edwards 1990, p. 123), eupho-
ria over a new presidential administra-
tion, or because presidents have not yet
had time to make inevitable mistakes
that will hurt their public standing. Hon-
eymoons vary in duration, but typically
presidents have about 100 days during
which they maintain the public’s favor.
Presidential approval ratings usually
decline after the honeymoon. During this
“disillusionment phase” (Ragsdale 1994)
or “decay curve” (Brace and Hinckley
1992), presidents are held accountable to
high public expectations. Some presi-
dents may even experience an economic
downturn (as with Ronald Reagan), lose
support due to scandal (Bill Clinton), or
pay the price for politically unpopular
decisions (George H. W. Bush). Although
most presidents regain public support
toward the end of their first terms (Lyn-

don Johnson and George H. W. Bush both
left the White House with approval rat-
ings near or above 50 percent), two-term
presidents are best able to weather this
phase of public discontent as they experi-
ence an increase in public support
throughout their reelection campaigns.
Presidents also begin their second
terms with high approval ratings, usually
as a result of a landslide reelection vic-
tory. Aside from President Clinton, who
experienced an increase in job support in
spite of impeachment proceedings, the
other two-term presidents since 1950 all
endured a decline in public support during
their second terms. Dwight Eisenhower
experienced his lowest public support
during 1958 and an economic recession.
Watergate led to the lowest approval rat-
ings of any modern president, culminat-
ing in Richard Nixon’s resignation from
office. Although Reagan finished strong



52 Shaping Public Opinion

with approval ratings above 60 percent,
his public support also plummeted when
the public learned of Iran-Contra.

Since Watergate, a long-term trend of
lower average approval ratings through
the Reagan administration seems to have
reversed itself. Whereas Presidents Eisen-
hower, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon
Johnson enjoyed average approval ratings
much higher than Gerald Ford, Jimmy
Carter, and Reagan, the Clinton and both
Bush presidencies rival the former presi-
dents’ mean approval ratings. Even
though approval ratings vary over time,
and recent presidents are less likely to
receive the benefit of the doubt from the
public, post-Watergate presidents still
achieve relatively high approval ratings,
with the two highest approval ratings
occurring after 1990 (see Table 1).

Events and Approval

Of course, presidential approval ratings
are not strictly a function of broad trends.
Events particular to each administration
are also influential. One of the clearest
and most consistent predictors of presi-
dential approval is the state of the econ-
omy. Since John Mueller (1970) found a

link between the economy and approval
ratings, scholars have discovered a link
between approval ratings and inflation
(MacKuen 1983) or unemployment
(Monroe 1984, chap. 4). When the econ-
omy improves, presidents tend to reap
higher job approval ratings. When the
economy sours, the public holds presi-
dents accountable, resulting in lower lev-
els of approval. This pattern is consistent
with retrospective public evaluation of
its politicians (Fiorina 1981). That is, the
public rewards or punishes the president
based on how well he—and the econ-
omy—are doing. Moreover, the public’s
evaluation of the president is often not
the pocketbook but rather sociotropic in
nature (Kinder 1981). An individual does
not evaluate the president according to
whether he is personally doing well eco-
nomically, but whether the president can
alleviate economic strife for the entire
nation. Public expectations about the
future state of the economy also fuel
presidential approval ratings (MacKuen,
Erikson, and Stimson 1992).

Even though the state of the economy
is crucial to the president’s public sup-
port, presidents cannot typically improve

Table 1 Presidential Approval Ratings by Presidential Administration

President Average Approval Maximum Minimum Standard Deviation
Eisenhower 65 79 48 6.88
Kennedy 71 83 56 7.14
Johnson 56 79 35 13.20
Nixon 48 67 24 13.68
Ford 47 71 37 7.14
Carter 47 75 28 12.17
Reagan 52 68 35 7.71
Bush 62 89 29 14.11
Clinton 55 73 39 7.57
G. W. Bush 71 90 51 12.03

Note: G. W. Bush is through September 8, 2002.



the economy to increase approval ratings
(see, inter alia, Golden and Poterba 1980).
Even if presidents could improve the
economy, it is not clear that the public
would realize this. Public approval is
often the product of public perceptions,
not fact (Edwards 1990, p. 141). Fueled by
media attention to the 1991 recession, for
example, the public perceived that the
economy was still in decline well after it
had recovered, leading to low approval
ratings and an electoral defeat for George
H. W. Bush (Hetherington 1996).
Presidents also benefit from rally
‘round the flag-type events, typically
international in nature. Diplomatic suc-
cesses as well as international crises can
increase the president’s approval ratings.
After he helped broker the Camp David
Accords, Jimmy Carter received a burst of
goodwill from the public, and his
approval ratings increased. Ronald Rea-
gan received a similar bump after U.S.
troops rescued medical students from
Grenada. Rally events lead to only a small
increase in the president’s approval rat-
ings, as long as the president has not
already reached a high level of approval.
As a result, some presidents do not expe-
rience a bump in support even when they
act on what may be considered a rally
event. When Clinton launched air strikes
against Afghan and Sudanese targets in
1998, he received no noticeable increase
in public support, having already reached
a relative high point. Moreover, rally
events are strictly short-term bumps. Any
prolonged international conflict generally
hurts the president’s public support.
Although more speeches do not neces-
sarily correlate with higher or lower
approval ratings (Powell 1999), national
addresses tend to increase the president’s
job approval ratings (Brace and Hinckley
1992). On average, presidents who make
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national addresses improve their approval
ratings by about 4 percentage points. For
example, in May 2002, George W. Bush’s
approval ratings slipped to its lowest level
before September 11, 2001 (about 70 per-
cent), yet a national address in June 2002
increased his approval by about 4 percent-
age points. National addresses allow pres-
idents to speak directly to the public and
appear presidential and in charge.

Does Approval Matter?
Knowing what affects approval ratings
and how they vary over time is impor-
tant. But knowing whether or not
approval ratings affect the president’s suc-
cess in dealing with Congress or the pub-
lic is crucial to how government works.
As a general rule, high approval ratings
increase the likelihood of presidential
success in Congress, whereas an unpopu-
lar president tends to invigorate the oppo-
sition (Neustadt 1990). In other words,
popular presidents increase the chances
that they will be successful in Congress,
whereas unpopular presidents have little
chance to secure even minor policy ini-
tiatives. Even though party makeup in
Congress is the best predictor of success,
popular presidents governing under con-
ditions of unified government still have
greater success rates than unpopular pres-
idents governing under similar conditions
(Bond and Fleisher 1990, p. 193).
Approval also matters when presidents
attempt to influence the public’s support
of policies. Generally, presidents have
great difficulty influencing the public,
whether by increasing an issue’s salience
(Peake and Eshbaugh-Soha 2002) or by
changing the public’s perception of an
issue (Edwards and Eshbaugh-Soha 2000).
Presidents who can affect public opinion
are usually popular (Page and Shapiro
1985).



54 Shaping Public Opinion

Polling in the White House

As public expectations have risen, presi-
dents have become more concerned with
cultivating public approval as a source of
power. Concomitant with this rise in pub-
lic expectations has been an institutional
structure to deal with them. Instead of
relying on external polling organizations
to conduct surveys, every administration
since Nixon has had a polling organiza-
tion as part of the White House office.
Polling within the White House has fol-
lowed a predictable trend: all presidents
use polls, and they tend to use them more
than their predecessors. Presidents also
use polls to determine the public’s posi-
tions on the president’s policy initiatives
or what types of people watch the presi-
dent’s speeches. Bill Clinton even com-
missioned a poll to see where the public
thought he should vacation.

Lacking any definitive study on the
question, we cannot say under what con-
ditions presidents are more likely to fol-
low polls or whether attention to polling
is an individual preference. We can say,
nevertheless, that presidents pay atten-
tion to polls and use them—maybe not to
determine their specific positions on
every issue but to tailor their strategies
to cultivate public support. After all,
even though approval does not determine
presidential success in Congress or the
ability to lead the public, it matters, and
presidents know this (Edwards 1997).

Presidential Approval and Democracy

Presidential approval ratings matter to
individual administrations. But do they
matter to democracy in general, and if so,
how do they matter? One of the major
benefits of public opinion polling is that it
gives elected officials an insight into the
minds of those whom they represent.
Polling lets politicians know what the

public is thinking and how it wishes to be
governed. Although polling data do not
guarantee that representatives will inter-
pret public opinion accurately and use it
wisely, public opinion polls—and presi-
dential approval ratings—may increase
responsiveness and improve democracy.
Approval ratings, in particular, provide
a reliable barometer of presidential per-
formance without suggesting a specific
course of action. A president experiences
low approval ratings for one clear reason:
the public does not approve of his job per-
formance. Because presidents cannot
unilaterally improve approval ratings (as
evidenced by the limited impact on pop-
ularity of rally events and speeches),
approval ratings are unlikely to encour-
age demagoguery and whimsical respon-
siveness. In turn, they encourage presi-
dents to pursue broad support, possibly
doing what is right for the entire nation,
yet limit responsiveness to capricious
public concerns. Contrary to the fears of
the Founders, therefore, appealing to pub-
lic opinion does not necessarily mean
responding to the whims of public con-
cern, as long as a president understands
his limitations in improving his own
approval ratings in a democracy.

Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha
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Presidents and Foreign Policy
According to a civics textbook view of
U.S. democracy, presidents gain a sense of
the minimally acceptable and maximally
tolerable in foreign policy through polling
and campaigning, and thus a close con-
nection between what presidents propose
in foreign policy and public opinion is
maintained. Reality, as defined by the
state of the art in political science, sug-
gests a more complicated relationship
between presidents, public opinion, and
foreign policy, however. In this entry I
review political science scholarship on
the subject and provide an overview of
the role public opinion has played in the
presidencies of the last half of the twen-
tieth century.

Presidents historically have been loathe
to admit considering polls in making for-
eign policy. Indeed, attention to public
opinion polls and effective stewardship of
U.S. foreign policy have not been closely
associated in either theory or practice
throughout the history of scientific
polling. In their reluctance to declare that
public opinion matters in foreign policy,
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presidents reflect a strong theoretical tra-
dition holding that issues involving for-
eign relations ought to be insulated from
the unstable and uninformed character of
public opinion. For much of the Cold
War, empirical examination of poll data
offered support for the proposition that
public opinion provides an unreliable
basis for the pursuit of an effective foreign
policy. Thus, presidents have been
expected to act in foreign affairs on the
basis of their assessment of the national
interest, not in response to opinion polls.

Since the Vietnam War, the links
among presidents, public opinion, and
foreign policy have been reexamined and
reconceptualized. Political elites held
public opinion responsible for interfering
with the defense of U.S. national interest
prior to World War II; the failure of inter-
vention in Vietnam led to the opposite
conclusion: that decisionmakers isolated
from public opinion could commit the
United States to dangerous and impru-
dent interventions. The Vietnam experi-
ence unleashed renewed academic inter-
est in public opinion and a growing sense
that popular opposition to policy can act
as a prudential constraint on military
intervention. A revised understanding of
the relationship between foreign policy
makers and the public emerged after
Vietnam, holding that the public and pol-
icymakers are linked in a reciprocal rela-
tionship (see Holsti 1992, 1996; Powlick
and Katz 1998).

I first trace three main theoretical tra-
ditions used to interpret the relationship
among public opinion, the president, and
foreign policy: realism, liberalism, and
constructivism. I then turn to an
overview of the historical relationship
between the foreign policies of presidents
and public opinion. I begin with Franklin
D. Roosevelt and place the public opin-

ion/foreign policy relationship of succes-
sive presidents into three categories.
Finally, I consider future directions of
research into the relationship among
presidents, public opinion, and foreign
policy.

Realist Theory of Public

Opinion and Foreign Policy

Following World War II, political elites in
the United States embraced the so-called
realist theory of foreign policy leadership
(Jacobs and Shapiro 1999). Historical
experience, reinforced by empirical evi-
dence, made uncontroversial the idea
that elected officials should make foreign
policy insulated from the vox populi.
Prominent commentators argued that
the dangers of the emerging Cold War
required that the United States maintain
an active role in international affairs.
Moreover, these analysts considered pub-
lic opinion either unsupportive of U.S.
international engagement or too mercu-
rial to provide a consistent guide for pol-
icymakers. At the same time, early poll
data showed how utterly uninformed
average Americans were about the most
basic features of the international scene;
therefore public opinion did not seem a
reliable basis to undergird an activist for-
eign policy (see Mueller 1973; Holsti
1992, 1996).

Commentator Walter Lippmann gave
voice to the normative injunction against
consideration of public opinion in foreign
policy, warning that it “has been destruc-
tively wrong at the critical junctures”
(Lippmann 1955, p. 20, quoted in Holsti
1992, p. 442). For Lippmann and others,
policymakers had been too solicitous of a
public opinion that opposed U.S. interna-
tional engagement during the interwar
period, when events proved it would
have been prudent to do so. To ensure



U.S. security at the close of World War II,
Lippmann, along with Hans Morgenthau
and George Kennan, advocated an
activist foreign policy to contain com-
munism. Their low regard for the ability
or willingness of public opinion to con-
tribute positively to this endeavor, com-
bined with the paucity of evidence that
the public had knowledge of foreign pol-
icy issues, led to the so-called Almond-
Lippmann consensus: public opinion was
too volatile, emotional, and unstructured
to be a meaningful factor in foreign pol-
icy formulation (Holsti 1992, 1996).
Instead, elected officials were expected to
generate public support behind policies
they identified as meeting the national
interest and not be perceived as respond-
ing to popular pressures.

Whether or not presidents and their
aides have actually considered polls dur-
ing private deliberations on foreign pol-
icy, they and their advisers are reluctant
to acknowledge the influence of public
opinion on their decisions. For example,
while interviewing State Department
officials for his influential 1973 release
The Public’s Impact on Foreign Policy,
one of Bernard Cohen’s high-level respon-
dents famously quipped: “To hell with
public opinion. . . . We should lead, and
not follow” (p. 62). Similarly, when Lyn-
don Johnson sought advice in November
1967 as the Vietnam War grew unpopular
and his resolve became unsteady, Abe
Fortas counseled that the president ignore
those advising retreat in the face of popu-
lar pressure. Instead, Fortas proposed that
the administration “do what we consider
right. . . not what we consider (on a
highly dubious basis with which I do not
agree) the ‘American people’ want” (Abe
Fortas letter to Lyndon Johnson, Novem-
ber 9, 1967, quoted in Berman 1989, p.
106). In the most recent presidential cam-

Presidents and Foreign Policy 57

paign, George W. Bush echoed this realist
view of foreign policy leadership, offering
implicit criticism of the incumbent ad-
ministration in his final campaign debate
with Vice President Al Gore by asserting
that “we have to be steady, we can't
worry about polls or focus groups. You've
got to have a clear vision. That’s what a
leader does” (New York Times, October
18, 2000, p. A26.

Liberal Theory and Public Opinion
With its focus on the individual, liberal
theory offers three avenues through
which citizens influence their govern-
ment’s foreign policy. First, a liberal eco-
nomic system generates incentives for
wealth creation, encouraging commerce
and trade and thereby discouraging war,
which is disruptive of the economic
interests of individuals. Second, a liberal
political system gives voice to ordinary
citizens through elections, and thus
democracies would be more inclined
than authoritarian systems toward paci-
fism, as those who fight would be hesi-
tant to authorize war. Last, a form of
sociological liberalism advocates transna-
tional ties and institutions that familiar-
ize individuals across boundaries and
build bonds, making the outbreak of war
less likely (see Nye 1988). All these lib-
eral variants emphasize the relationship
between citizen interest and the national
interest and consider the participation of
public opinion in formulating foreign pol-
icy beneficial (Kahler 1997).

Throughout the Cold War, U.S. foreign
policy was dedicated to the establishment
of a global liberal economic system and
the development of governmental and
nongovernmental international organiza-
tions. The Almond-Lippmann consensus,
however, discredited the notion of liberal
peace, as the volatile, emotional public
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was considered just as likely to pressure a
reluctant government toward war as a
bellicose government toward peace. At
the same time, the promotion of democ-
racy abroad took a backseat in U.S. for-
eign policy to anticommunist contain-
ment, with successive presidents placing
a higher value on keeping pro-Western
elites in power in foreign capitals than in
allowing the popular will in those coun-
tries to be expressed (Mastanduno 2002).
Coincidentally, just as public opinion
analysts began to revise their understand-
ing of the role of public opinion on foreign
policy, international relations theorists
uncovered empirical support for the lib-
eral peace, and the approach of U.S. presi-
dents began to shift on both scores.

The reluctance of democracies to fight
other democracies has been championed
by several international relations theo-
rists and trumpeted by U.S. leaders. Even
a realist such as former president Richard
Nixon (1994) embraced the idea of pro-
moting democracy in Russia to benefit
U.S. national security. Democratic peace
theorists identify two possible sources of
the phenomenon: liberal norms and
institutional structures (Russett 1993).
Regardless of whether the norm of peace-
ful conflict resolution or the separation
of powers serves as the primary causal
factor in democratic peace, the free
expression of democratic publics in com-
petitive elections is a crucial ingredient
in limiting the war option between
democracies (Ray 1995).

Of course, it was precisely this fear of
public intrusion into the determination of
state interest that led realist theorists to
encourage policy elites to ignore public
opinion. The reluctance of elites in a
democracy to trust public opinion on for-
eign policy made sense when the public
was thought to be easily manipulable or

irrational, but after the Vietnam War,
polling evidence confirmed that public
opinion was coherent, structured, and
affected policy (see, e.g., Holsti 1992,
1996; Jentleson 1992, 1998; Wittkopf
1990; Aldrich et al. 1989; Page and Shapiro
1992). It remains to be seen whether
greater empirical and normative support
for liberal theory translated into a changed
relationship among presidents, public
opinion, and foreign policy.

Constructivism, Public

Opinion, and Foreign Policy

Public opinion may have a more subtle
relationship with presidents and vice
versa than survey or archival research can
detect. Perhaps broad societal forces
influence what is acceptable for a leader
to undertake in the name of the state.
Constructivism provides a third avenue
to help us understand the relationship
between presidents, public opinion, and
foreign policy by highlighting the signifi-
cance of nonmaterial factors such as iden-
tity in the definition of a state’s national
interests (see Katzenstein 1996). To con-
structivists, interests are “socially con-
structed,” meaning that an interactive
process among members of societies pro-
duces international policies (see, e.g.,
Finnemore 1996; Hopf 1998). Whether
U.S. identity is that of a self-interested
great power, a benevolent force in world
affairs protecting the vulnerable, or some-
thing in between is a question suitable
for constructivist inquiry. In contrast to
realists and liberals who concentrate on
the “logic of consequences,” construc-
tivists focus on how the “logic of appro-
priateness” conditions state behavior
(Finnemore 1996). Perhaps the broad out-
lines of what a president can do in foreign
policy is drawn not by responses to polls
but by an interactive process of defining



state interest and identity, or what is
appropriate for U.S. foreign policy. To
date, constructivists have not linked pub-
lic opinion to national identity, but this is
an untapped avenue for building theory
about the connection between public
opinion and foreign policy.

Presidents, Public Opinion, and

Foreign Policy: The Initial Stage

Politicians have always been sensitive to
public opinion; it is only during the era of
scientific polling that the linkage be-
tween the views of citizens and foreign
policy may be readily investigated (cf.
Eisinger 2000). Though public opinion
can be represented by various measures,
including elections, letters to the editor,
and organized protest, scientific opinion
surveys provide us with the best approxi-
mation of “public opinion” (Geer 1996;
cf. Powlick 1995). Susan Herbst (1993)
suggests two ways in which presidents
use public opinion information contained
in polls. First, opinion polls may provide
presidents with a gauge of how they and
their policies are faring with the public, or
the receptivity of the public to prospec-
tive policies. When utilized in this fash-
ion, polls are instrumental. Second, polls
may be used to influence public opinion
and politics. Used in this way, polls are
symbolic, meaning that the data gleaned
from surveys are packaged as part of a
public relations campaign to persuade cit-
izens, members of Congress, allies, and
others that the public is behind the presi-
dent’s policy. For the purposes of this
overview, we divide presidents and for-
eign policy polling into three descriptive
and chronological stages: (1) an initial
stage when presidential polling was
embryonic and primarily instrumental
(Franklin D. Roosevelt-Eisenhower); (2) a
transitional phase when polling became
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more sophisticated and institutionalized
(Kennedy-Johnson); and (3) the modern
period, when the interpretation and sym-
bolic dissemination of poll data became
an essential White House function
(Nixon-present).

The era of scientific polling began dur-
ing the presidency of Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt, so our survey of the relationship
between public opinion and the chief
executive begins with him. Roosevelt was
the first president to have a relationship
with a pollster, Hadley Cantril, who pro-
vided polls on issues such as the presi-
dent’s assistance to Britain in 1941 (Rug-
gie 1997) and even bombing strategy
during the war (Geer 1996). Not surpris-
ingly, President Harry Truman was blunt
about his distrust of public opinion sur-
veys given the failure of polls to predict
his 1948 election victory. Truman be-
lieved that someone “who is influenced
by the polls or is afraid to make decisions
which may make him unpopular is not a
man to represent the welfare of the coun-
try” (quoted in Foyle 1999, p. 180). Eisen-
hower had a greater interest in polls than
his immediate predecessor but shared
the view articulated by the Almond-
Lippmann consensus that foreign policy
should reflect the leadership’s assessment
of the national security interest and that,
if necessary, public opinion could be edu-
cated to provide support (Foyle 1999). For
the most part, this group of presidents
had limited access to public opinion data
and analysis. Pollsters may have provided
readings of public opinion, but during this
period the White House was not orga-
nized to initiate, process, or propagate
polls.

Transitional Phase
The next era of presidential polling on for-
eign policy began when John F. Kennedy
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institutionalized the collection and inter-
pretation of public opinion data in the
White House (Jacobs and Shapiro 1995).
Kennedy built a relationship with the
pollster Louis Harris during his campaign
for the presidency and commissioned six-
teen polls from the Harris firm while in
the White House (Jacobs and Shapiro
1995, p. 167). Lyndon Johnson installed a
more refined apparatus for gauging public
opinion. The White House endeavored to
use the polls of Oliver Quayle and others
to lead opinion in realist fashion and
build public support for the president’s
Vietnam policy. Johnson’s aides also
engaged in symbolic polling, placing
favorable opinion polls in selected media
outlets to counteract the impression from
other polls that the people were against
the president on Vietnam (Jacobs and
Shapiro 1999). Yet the Johnson White
House did not use these data to uncover
public beliefs informing popular opinion
on the president’s policies (Altschuler
1990). At this stage, presidents were
becoming more sophisticated and system-
atic in their use of public opinion, but this
phase was a transition to the ultimate
masters of symbolic polling: the Nixon
administration.

The Modern Period

With a wealth of experience in public
relations and marketing, the Nixon
White House took public opinion and
polling to a new level. The president and
senior officials took a keen interest in
public opinion, survey research, as well
as the impact of news coverage. Nixon’s
team employed an outside polling firm,
Opinion Research Corporation (ORC), to
conduct its private surveys but kept its
links to ORC hidden. The Nixon White
House also made efforts to influence pub-
lic pollsters, both in terms of poll ques-

tions asked and in how results were
reported. In addition, White House polls
were sometimes used as a corrective to
unfavorable published polls (Jacobs and
Shapiro 1995/1996). Nixon’s team also
timed private polls to coincide with
major presidential speeches on Vietnam,
so that the White House could use the
public’s positive responses to affect the
political debate, all the while keeping
their sponsorship of the poll concealed
(Katz 1997).

Jimmy Carter campaigned for the pres-
idency as the antidote to the secret,
heavy-handed Nixon administration.
The Carter team had a capable pollster in
Pat Caddell, but the White House did not
position itself to make maximum benefit
of its polling operation as did the Nixon
administration. There was little effort to
probe Caddell’s surveys for an underlying
structure to the foreign policy beliefs of
the public (Katz 2000). Moreover, there
was no one in the Carter administration
who had the expertise to question Cad-
dell’s interpretation of the polls (Heith
1998). So, unlike in the Nixon adminis-
tration, polling did not contribute to
Carter’s policy salesmanship. Instead,
Carter’s political opponents were able to
use their own polling data in an effort to
persuade public opinion that the presi-
dent’s policies on the Panama Canal,
arms control, and the like were not wor-
thy of support (Katz 2000).

The Ronald Reagan administration
brought a command of polling back to the
White House. Reagan pollster Richard
Wirthlin provided regular opinion data to
administration officials. In an interview
with Kathleen Shoon Murray, Reagan
aide David Gergen confessed that Wirth-
lin’s data were “enormously valuable in
knowing how to frame issues... and
even more valuable in knowing how to



word arguments” (quoted in Murray
1999, p. 22). When the administration
perceived an impending public relations
disaster following the 1986 Reykjavik
summit, officials quickly commissioned
a poll, with Wirthlin’s findings providing
the necessary ingredients for a campaign
to counteract negative impressions of the
summit (Murray 1999). In contrast, in the
face of public opposition, Reagan re-
mained dedicated to the cause of the
Nicaraguan contras. The administration
devoted resources to realist opinion lead-
ership, but in the end the sensitivity of
members of Congress to what public
opinion might become resulted in a level
of support for the contras below what
presidential rhetoric indicated would be
necessary (Sobel 1993).

In contrast to his two immediate pred-
ecessors, George H. W. Bush brought a
wealth of foreign policy experience to the
White House. Given this background,
coupled with his normative predisposi-
tion toward realist leadership, we would
expect public opinion polling on foreign
policy to recede in importance during his
term. Indeed, on issues such as the reuni-
fication of Germany, Bush proceeded
based on his assessment of the national
interest, regardless of domestic criticism
(Foyle 1999). During the 1991 Gulf War,
however, polling led the White House to
doubt public patience for sanctions and
its tolerance for a costly war, and to
appreciate the public’s receptivity to jus-
tifications for war based on Iraq’s nuclear
program (Mueller 1994). Former execu-
tive branch official Ronald Hinckley con-
cluded that public opinion was as signifi-
cant to Bush’s conduct of the war as
technology (1992, p. 120). Interestingly,
as poll data indicated displeasure with
the administration’s emphasis on foreign
policy following Bush’s triumph in the
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Gulf War, the White House shifted focus
to domestic issues (Geer 1996).

In a 1997 interview, President Bill
Clinton forcefully denied using polls to
determine his policies, but he admitted
using them instrumentally, as well as to
decide “what arguments might best sup-
port a position that I believe is the right
position for the country” (quoted in
Foyle 1999, p. 195). Lack of public sup-
port appeared to constrain Clinton’s poli-
cies on Somalia and, initially, in Bosnia.
However, in 1995 Clinton asserted public
support and took action against Serbia,
insisting he was morally required to do
so regardless of public opinion (Sobel
2001). Does this comment signal the con-
tinuing applicability of the realist
approach to opinion leadership, or do
post-Vietnam presidents have a more
nuanced relationship with the public?

Conclusion

At a September 1994 press conference,
Clinton observed that the public is
always skeptical of military action at
first “unless our people have been
directly attacked” (quoted in Foyle 1999,
p. 195). This was probably as true for
FDR as events seem to demonstrate in
the wake of September 11. The nation
does rally to the commander in chief’s
side when U.S. prestige is on the line
(Mueller 1973), but it is a mistake to
think that presidents can reliably manip-
ulate foreign engagements to boost their
popularity (for a review of the literature
on diversionary war, see Meernik 2001).
Instead, as this entry demonstrates, pres-
idents use polls to gauge what is possible
in foreign policy and to help lead or
manipulate public opinion (Shapiro and
Jacobs 2001). Officials act according to a
“public support norm” (Powlick and
Katz 1998) that restrains presidents from
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pursuing foreign policies that lie outside
the range of what the public considers
appropriate. This range is defined neither
by polls nor presidents alone but by soci-
ety’s conception of its identity—a pend-
ing subject of inquiry for students of pub-
lic opinion and foreign policy.

Andrew Z. Katz
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Part 2

PUBLIC OPINION IN
THE UNITED STATES






Section One: History

Founding-Era Elections: 1787-1824
Following the end of the Revolutionary
War, the Founders of America, in a meet-
ing in Philadelphia on May 25, 1787, that
lasted nearly a year, attempted to diagram
the best conceivable structure for a new
government that would unite and guide
the colonial states at the national level.
The governmental system that was estab-
lished and put into action less than two
years later was the basis for what would
become the modern system of parties,
federalism, separation of powers, and
national rule that we know today. How-
ever, in its early forms the federal system
of government neither looked like a bas-
tion of democracy nor contained many
elements that could warrant a justified
comparison to the party systems, elec-
toral structure, or political operations of
modern-day government. Instead, the
period 1787-1824 suggests a tedious time
in which glimpses of the foundations for
modern governmental development could
be occasionally seen but were frequently
absent in the stead of fluid parties, sec-
tional and regional political loyalties,
issue-driven elections, and trial-and-error
processes of national governance.

Partisanship and Politicians

During the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, political aspirants for
federal office resembled little of today’s
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career politicians. Becoming a U.S. repre-
sentative or U.S. senator meant travel
through treacherous country by horse or
carriage to a distant destination (New
York, then Philadelphia, and finally
Washington), housing in less-than-hos-
pitable quarters, governance in which sta-
bility and surety were hoped for but never
assured, and a return trip after several
months with many questions about what
had been done as well as its propriety. The
men who did accept the challenge to
become members of Congress often did so
only as a stepping-stone to more prefer-
able political office in their home state.
Candidates of the time were single-mind-
edly ambitious about their political
careers. The turnover rate was exceed-
ingly high for the federal positions, and 83
percent came into their national positions
with prior experience and 57 percent went
on after holding congressional positions
to assume other political duties and
appointments at the state level.

The draw of congressional service came
from significant benefits offered to those
who wished to be known better at local
levels as well as those who wished to be
considered for state offices. Congressional
publications as well as personal letters
and pamphlets were frequently used to
reach constituents (these were forerun-
ners of political newspapers) and con-
tained news on national policy, speeches
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that the representative or senator had
given, as well as reminders of voting
dates and constituent meetings. Elec-
tions were also usually held on a district
(versus an at-large) basis, thus establish-
ing a more personal connection between
elected officials and constituents.

Parties were weak at the national level
and weak or nonexistent at the local
level; coupled with regional acceptance of
open and direct electioneering, this ren-
dered the letters and other entrepreneur-
ial electoral activities politically valuable
to the candidate or incumbent. Therefore,
Congress members would use the re-
sources available at the national level to
maximize their current base of support in
order to pursue future prospects. Lax
party control at the national level also
made individual activity possible and
placed local considerations at the fore-
front of a representative’s decisionmaking
processes. The chances and opportunities
for further office would be much higher if
an individual retired as a popular incum-
bent who could have won reelection in
his district. The chief characteristic of
their regions—weak political parties—
was also characteristic of the country as a
whole.

National Parties and Issues

At the national level, parties during this
time were informal gatherings of “inter-
ests” instead of nationally organized and
cohesive machines for policy proposal. In
the South as well as around the country,
nominees for federal office would nomi-
nate themselves or else attend an ad hoc
meeting of friends, family, and other
elites and be “nominated” by those indi-
viduals. Campaigns were limited to sim-
ple personal correspondence and limited
pamphleteering. In addition, few cam-
paigns or elections fell into the tradition-

ally understood two-party system of
competition and organization. Even at
the national level, congressional party
leaders were not strong and advanced the
chief executive’s goals. Even when Henry
Clay, a strong and popular Speaker, held
the reins of the House, in five of the
seven major policy controversies in
which he became involved he failed to
secure a majority of House members who
would oppose the executive proposal.
When parties were involved in congres-
sional, presidential, or state-level elec-
tions, they followed the political lines of
opposition and support that arose from
the consideration and debate of the Con-
stitution and the major issues of the day.
The three major questions/issues of the
period were how much government was
necessary, who should govern, and what
positions the country should take in rela-
tion to England, France, and their con-
flicts across the ocean. The Federalists
represented a party supportive of the Con-
stitution, friendly to Britain, believing in
central government and a ruling elite, and
supportive of industry as well as urban
development and financial structures
with executive leadership. The strong-
holds for the Federalists at the beginning
of the period were the New England
states. The Jeffersonian Republicans, who
would later become the Republicans,
were associated with the belief in decen-
tralized government, agrarian interest,
confidence in a self-governing people, and
favorable relations with France. The base
of power for the Jeffersonian Republicans
was the South. The border states between
the two areas were often competitive.
These two parties did not resemble
anything like the party systems of today.
They did not operate with the mecha-
nisms assumed to be integral to party
operations today (organization at state



and local levels, nominating conventions,
campaign organizations, party cohesion
in the legislature). Nor did they bond cit-
izens holding the same beliefs across the
country. Instead, they arose at different
points during this period, often adopted
aspects of each other’s platforms, were
associated with different beliefs in differ-
ent parts of the country, and accordingly
were simply heuristics that citizens could
use to identify issue stances that they
supported in their region or state. There-
fore, voters often could identify with dif-
ferent parties on different issues. Voters
who elected a Republican congressman in
one district were frequently not the same
ones who voted for a Republican governor
or who cast votes for Republican electors.

Organizational competition of parties
rose and fell in response to issues, most of
which arose in foreign policy and affected
most states; but some were individual to
states, and positions taken were strongly
influenced by geography, cultural her-
itage, state pride, occupation, economic
relations, religion, and other social attri-
butes. Indeed, the competitive pressure
for office often didn’t come from the
opposing party but instead from prior
precedent or competition within the
same party in power. The party organiza-
tion’s major reason for being was the win-
ning of spoils and the opportunity for
state politicians to use federal positions
to rise to greater prominence in their own
state. Committees provided valuable
resources, and congressmen even at this
time were claiming credit, advertising,
and taking positions in order to exhibit
busyness and a working ethic for their
district. Therefore, although parties may
have existed, they were political parties
in name only and lacked the organization,
cohesion, and durability associated with a
developed party system.
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Elections: 1789-1792

In late 1788, after the Philadelphia con-
vention had concluded its debate and
the Constitution had been ratified by
eleven out of thirteen states (North Car-
olina and Rhode Island would wait a
while longer), it was generally assumed
by citizens and delegates to the conven-
tion alike that one man would be the
country’s first president: George Wash-
ington. However, Washington had hesi-
tations about taking the office, such as
his age (56), the power of his enemies in
government, and the fact that he would
be the first president of a new nation.
However, chief among his concerns was
that there would be competition for the
office and that he would be forced to
degrade himself through campaigns or
defend himself on his previous actions
and positions. This hesitancy set prece-
dent for the future, as other candidates
down the road would likewise express
reluctance.

Washington’s worries of competition
were unfounded, although a partisan bat-
tle was pitched for vice president. The
Federalists needed a candidate who could
garner support in New England, and
Alexander Hamilton and other Federalist
leaders decided on John Adams as the
nominee. However, as a failsafe against
Adams receiving more votes than Wash-
ington and thereby becoming president
(the constitutional system lacked the
specification of the Twelfth Amendment
that separates the two tickets: the winner
of the most electoral votes was the presi-
dent, and second place became vice presi-
dent), Hamilton persuaded Pennsylvania
and Connecticut to throw away some of
their votes for vice president. The anti-
Federalists nominated Governor George
Clinton of New York as their candidate.
The problem faced by the anti-Federalists,
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however, was that they were unable to
criticize a government that had not been
commenced. How would one protest
something that might or might not
occur?

Except for a snag in New York, the
election went smoothly and as Hamilton
had planned. In New York, the electors
were chosen by the legislature (two states
had popular election of electors) and the
lower house had selected Clinton as vice
president while the Senate had selected
Adams. The result was that New York
forfeited its electoral votes for the elec-
tion and Washington won the presidency
by 69 out of 69 electoral votes. Adams,
however, received only 34 out of 69 votes
but was still elected vice president.

In all respects, Washington'’s first term
was a success, he had added a Bill of
Rights to the Constitution to please anti-
Federalists, he had seen new states enter
the Union, and he had surrounded him-
self with brilliant men as his advisers
and Cabinet. However, Washington wit-
nessed infighting between Hamilton and
Jefferson over the financial matters of the
nation, as well as the Whiskey Rebellion,
in which the militia was needed to quell
a citizen uprising. In 1792 he was tired of
the quibbling, was sixty years old, had
suffered serious illness in 1790 and 1791,
was going deaf and losing his eyesight,
and was worried about his reputation
being assailed in the political realm. He
would be convinced, however, by senti-
ments presented through united plead-
ings by Thomas Jefferson and Alexander
Hamilton that conflicts across the ocean
necessitated a stability and continuity
within the nation and that he was the
only man for the job and must continue
as president.

The 1792 election would bring the
same result: Washington would be re-

elected unanimously, and Adams would
be reelected after competition. Adams
was again the Federalist vice presidential
candidate and was again opposed by Gov-
ernor George Clinton of New York.
Washington received all 132 electoral
votes to continue his tenure as president.
Adams received 77 electoral votes to
Clinton’s 50 to win the vice presidency
for another four years. During Washing-
ton’s presidency, the nation did not wit-
ness the polarization of opposing parties
or divisive issues that would threaten to
unhinge the union. Instead, Washington
delayed the rise of political parties by his
tentative nature and unwillingness to
begin or enter a political fray. Washing-
ton’s landmark farewell address, contain-
ing strong opinions about faction, signi-
fied his presidency as a whole: he had
worked for unity, and general unity had
prevailed at the cost of strong or divisive
faction or party. This era of political non-
activity would not last, however, and
political parties arose soon after Washing-
ton began his second term.

Elections: 1796-1816

By 1796 two parties had developed
within the political structure of the
nation. The primary concerns at the time
were U.S. relations with France and
Great Britain, and the propriety and lev-
els of tariffs on U.S. trade. The Jefferson-
ian Republicans were bolstered by many
people in the South who decried high tar-
iffs and supported free trade and the
French Revolution. In addition, Washing-
ton’s neutrality during the conflict
between Britain and France had angered
those who assumed loyalty to France
would arise from its loyalty to the states
during the Revolutionary War. As an ill-
fitting bandage, the Jay Treaty attempted
to prevent European conflict within and



against the states. However, the British
were not forced to pay indemnity for the
slaves and ships they had carried off dur-
ing the Revolutionary War, which further
angered southern farmers. In addition,
the treaty failed to relax British shipping
restraints against the United States,
which angered northern businesses. The
debate and opposition to the treaty paved
the way for the nation’s first test of polit-
ical fortitude.

In 1796, succession to the presidency
became the largest issue facing the gov-
ernment. Would Jefferson and the Jeffer-
sonians rise to power, or would Adams
follow Washington in Federalist com-
mand? The campaign strategies were dif-
ferent for the parties: the Federalists
courted the state electors, whereas the
Jeffersonians attempted what could be
known as the first grassroots movements
in American politics. The Federalists pro-
posed Adams for president and the Re-
publicans submitted Jefferson. In Decem-
ber, Adams was announced as the
winner, gaining 71 electoral votes to Jef-
ferson’s 68. The power of the presidency
had successfully been passed from one
member of the Federalist Party to
another, marking the first transition of
power in the country. In addition, the
country now saw Federalists in control of
the presidency and the Senate, and the
Republicans in control of the House of
Representatives. The election of 1796 is
significant for the succession of power it
peacefully witnessed as well as the order-
ing of presidential terms and elections
that demarcate political time to the pres-
ent day.

In 1800, all of the tranquillity and
peaceful operation of government that
the fledgling government had enjoyed
would be put to the test. It was entirely a
party contest, as there was little effort to
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establish more than a rudimentary ideol-
ogy as a platform. In addition, for the first
time in U.S. history, there was no hero to
head the government and the president,
Adams, was forced to stand on the posi-
tions and operations of his tenure. As a
result of the Jay Treaty, France had halted
trade with the United States. In addition,
Congress released dispatches from France
(the so-called XYZ crisis) that expressed
anti-U.S. sentiment. In the midterm elec-
tion of 1798-1799, the Federalists, gain-
ing from the anti-France groundswell,
built their congressional lead, created the
Department of the Navy, and passed the
Alien and Sedition Laws and the Natu-
ralization Act of 1798.

Federalist and Republican states at-
tempted to change their form of appoint-
ing presidential electors to either popular
vote or legislative appointment as best
would suit the party in power and secure
votes for the presidency. Raising demo-
cratic questions, only five out of 16 states
chose their electors by popular vote. In
addition, a Republican congressional cau-
cus held in 1800 selected Jefferson as
presidential nominee and Aaron Burr as
his vice president (this was the origin of
the caucus nominating system, which
would continue until 1824). The tight
competition that was expected led to the
adoption of such party machinery as the
creation of statewide election laws, party
caucuses within states, and committees
of correspondence, though party mem-
bership was still limited to elites and
activists.

The primary threat to Adams came not
from Jefferson but from within his own
party. Hamilton so disliked Adams that
he worked to take the election from
Adams by attempting to influence votes
in South Carolina, as well as by releasing
scathing letters to the public that
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attacked Adams more devastatingly than
Republicans had ever attempted. Adams
forced the Hamiltonians in his Cabinet
to resign in response. Neither party
protested just on policy. Both appealed to
regional prejudices, fears, and emotions
concerning trade, European affiliation,
and monetary debt to motivate and
frighten voters to the polls.

After all the electoral votes were
counted, Jefferson and Aaron Burr had
tied with 73 electoral votes apiece.
Adams ran a distant third with 65. The
tie in the Electoral College forced the
vote to the House of Representatives,
where each state would receive one vote
for their choice of president. On February
17, 1801, on the thirty-sixth ballot, Jef-
ferson received the votes of 10 states,
making him the victor. This election was
significant because it represented the
peaceful change of power from one party
to another, the first real party-based elec-
tion, as well as the inefficiencies of the
Constitution. As a result of the tie for the
presidency, the Twelfth Amendment was
passed in 1804 and separated the ballot-
ing for presidential and vice presidential
elections.

In 1804, Jefferson faced no opposition
in his attempt to win reelection. His
record, consisting of the Louisiana Pur-
chase, new agrarian measures, encourage-
ment of canals and other land improve-
ments, lessened opposition to industry
and labor, lack of opposition to the Bank
of the United States, cutting of the levels
of the Army and Navy, lowered debt, and
good policy with Britain and France, cre-
ated a seemingly undefeatable persona.
The Republicans did hold the congres-
sional caucus, renominated Jefferson
unanimously, and decided to switch vice
presidential nominees from Aaron Burr
to George Clinton of New York. In a pri-

vate gathering unrepresentative of the
nation as a whole, the Federalists pro-
posed General Charles Cotesworth
Pinckney as president and Rufus King of
New York as vice president.

The election was dominated by the
Republicans. They chose campaign com-
mittees for each state, set up local com-
mittees in closely contested states, uti-
lized strong Republican daily presses, and
directed news to the average person. The
Federalists had no campaign at all in
some states, and in New York, where
Federalists were considering support of
Aaron Burr, vicious attacks on his char-
acter by Hamilton ended the considera-
tion and led to a duel between Burr and
Hamilton in which the latter was killed.
In total, Federalists received only 14 elec-
toral votes while Jefferson won handily
with 162 votes. The credit of the sweep-
ing victory can be laid with the ability of
the Republican Party to mobilize when
necessary, the incapacity and decline of
the Federalist power, and the administra-
tion record that pleased both Republicans
and Federalists alike.

The election of 1808 is significant
because the entire campaign was fought
by and through the press and partisan
newspapers and was a battle of personal
attack and media speculation. James
Madison was the heir apparent and had
been mentioned by Jefferson as being a
man better than Jefferson ever could have
been. Because of the conflict between
France and Britain, Jefferson had been
forced to call for a trade embargo on a
departure of all U.S. ships from U.S. har-
bors. France prohibited trade with Britain
and would seize any Britain-bound cargo,
and Britain had declared that it would
seize any freight it saw as bound for
France. The Federalists, having no orga-
nization of their own, attacked Madison



for being a supporter of France, another
presidential nominee in the “Virginia
Dynasty,” and breaking the proper suc-
cession of the vice president (Clinton) to
the presidency. Because of his dealings in
foreign policy, James Monroe was men-
tioned as a possible rival for Madison,
someone who would be better equipped
to handle conflict with Europe.

This factionalism broke the parties
into Republicans, Monroeites, Clin-
tonites, and Federalists. Feeling the pos-
sibility for victory or a swing in power,
the Federalists were roused and began
serious consideration of the election.
However, this rallied the Republicans to
Madison, who was elected in their con-
gressional caucus with 83 votes to Mon-
roe’s three and Clinton’s three. Clinton
was nominated by the caucus for vice
president. Now without a candidate, the
Federalists again nominated Pinckney
and King as their ticket. However, on
November 7, Jefferson released corre-
spondence that showed Madison as a de-
fender of U.S. trade against Britain and
France even to the point of war with
them; the chances of presidential success
for Monroe, Clinton, and Pinckney were
over. Madison won the election with 122
electoral votes to Pinckney’s 47 and Clin-
ton’s six; Clinton won the vice presi-
dency with 113 electoral votes.

The election of 1812 came just five
months after the war on Great Britain had
been declared. The election centered on the
issues about the justice of the war with
Britain as well as the president’s methods
of warfare. Party labels meant nothing in
this election, as Republicans ran against
Federalists, who were also called Federal-
Republicans, and sometimes simply
Republicans. On May 18, the congressional
caucus nominated Madison by a vote of
81-1, but 51 delegates were absent. In New
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York, the legislature voted to nominate
De Witt Clinton as the Republican nomi-
nee, which left the Republican Party in that
state in shambles. However, by appealing
to Federalists and to Republicans in his
campaign, he earned the distrust of con-
temporaries. The Federalists met on Sep-
tember 15, 1812, and in lieu of nomina-
tions simply agreed not to put forth a
Federalist candidate.

For most Americans, Clinton was the
Federalist candidate. The Clintonite plat-
form denounced the Republican congres-
sional caucus, accused Madison of ill
preparation, and criticized the methods
by which Madison was conducting the
war (namely, attacking the surrender of
General William Hull to British forces at
the battle of Detroit). Madison’s cam-
paign was better organized, and the Re-
publicans carried out defenses of the war
and of Madison in districts and states
across the country. However, the final
electoral vote (Madison 128, Clinton 89)
signified the sectional differences and
attitudes toward the war. Madison had
received only 6 votes in the North and
Clinton only 9 in the South. The impend-
ing end of the War of 1812, however,
marked the end of the Federalist Party.
The Republicans had simply absorbed
the important issues of the day as well as
established national campaign support
when necessary. The Federalists had nei-
ther issues nor support and faded from
the political scene.

Elections: 1816-1824

With the withering of the Federalist
Party following the War of 1812, a new
period of Republican rule came to domi-
nate the political landscape. Members of
Congress were free to act according to
their constituency, and votes were deter-
mined on a sectional and issue basis. The
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campaign of 1816 began with two candi-
dates—James Monroe and William Harris
Crawford. They were the secretary of
state and secretary of war, respectively,
in Madison’s Cabinet. Having the para-
mount position, Madison was considered
the next logical choice for president.
When Crawford withdrew his candidacy,
Monroe was the single nominee under
consideration for the presidency. How-
ever, Rufus King arose yet again from the
ashes of Federalism to claim 34 of the
electoral votes.

The election was a virtual sweep for
Monroe, who attempted to join all feud-
ing factions of the political sphere by rep-
resenting all regions and affiliations in
his cabinet. This “era of good feelings”
was a reality throughout the country as
crowds in Federalist locales greeted him
with hospitality, and the men he sur-
rounded himself with (John Quincy
Adams, John C. Calhoun, William Harris
Crawford) were arguably better men for
the position of president than he himself
was. The election of 1820, as a result,
was virtually uncontested. The people of
the country were enjoying greater suf-
frage in elections, as 235 of the electors
were chosen by direct vote of the people,
and only 72 were still chosen by the leg-
islatures. A sense of general indifference
pervaded, although there were issues
such as slavery, arising from the issue of
slavery in new states, and rising business
power, backed by the Supreme Court
case of McCulloch v. Maryland, which
protected the branches of the Bank of the
United States from taxation, and the
Dartmouth College case, which put
monopolies beyond the reach of federal
legislation. In all, less than 1 percent of
the eligible male population went to the
polls in 1820, and Monroe won reelection
by an electoral vote of 231 to 1.

Following the era of good feelings was
the election of 1824, in which many con-
tenders came forward to succeed Mon-
roe. They were, however, all members of
the Republican Party and ran on person-
ality as well as sectional questions like
slavery, tariffs, internal improvements,
banking, and public land policy. The can-
didates also represented a new generation
of leaders. They were men who were not
part of the generation of elder spokes-
men; in addition, there were no candi-
dates from Virginia. In the beginning
there were seven prominent nominees.
Three of those, De Witt Clinton, William
Lowndes, and John C. Calhoun, either
withdrew or died before the end of the
campaign. The remaining four, John
Quincy Adams, Henry Clay, William
Harris Crawford, and Andrew Jackson,
were all qualified nominees in a race that
would be determined by the House of
Representatives.

Elimination of the Republican congres-
sional caucus was perhaps one of the
biggest changes seen during this election.
Due to the decline and disappearance of
the Federalist Party, it no longer provided
the unity necessary to beat an opponent.
In addition, every candidate but Crawford
looked elsewhere for the party nomina-
tion in 1824. And Crawford, nominated
by only 66 Republican congressmen who
showed up (out of 261), signified that the
caucus had lost its power and its promi-
nence among the Republican Party mem-
bers and leaders. Party conventions, leg-
islative state caucuses, straw votes, and
mass meetings were all used for candi-
dates to officially become candidates in
the race for president. As an example,
Calhoun was endorsed by the South Car-
olina legislature in December of 1821.
Without the presence of party as an iden-
tifier in the elections, personal attacks



frequented pamphlets and newspaper
publications. Adams was criticized for
his dress, Calhoun as a young man con-
sumed with ambition, Clay as a drunkard
and a gambler, Crawford for his honesty
in light of the last election, and Jackson
as a simplistic military man.

As state after state held its nominating
convention it became clear that the con-
test was between Adams and Jackson.
The South was solidly for Jackson and
the North for Adams; as the electoral
votes returned, no one candidate had the
majority (Jackson 99, Adams 84, Craw-
ford 41, and Clay 37). As a result, the
election was thrown to the House of Rep-
resentatives once again. Clay, after long
thought, threw his support behind
Adams. Even though there were allega-
tions that Adams had agreed to make
Clay secretary of state for his support,
Adams went on to win with the neces-
sary 13 states. His first appointment
immediately thereafter, for better or
worse, was Clay to secretary of state. The
contest had been closely decided by the
House of Representatives with charges of
impropriety and patronage. This would
begin competition for the next election
before the dust from this one had begun
to settle.

Ryan Lee Teten
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Jacksonian-Era

Elections: 1828-1848

The elections of the Jacksonian era mark
the genesis of those modern techniques
now associated with presidential elec-
toral campaigning. Although two newspa-
pers conducted polls for the presidential
election of 1824, polling as a science
remained in its infancy during this period.
Similarly, while Adolphe Quetelet as-
serted that mathematical principles could
apply to the social sciences with his dis-
cussion of the “common man” in 1848,
there was no general awareness of public
opinion during this period. Instead, cam-
paigning involved an engagement with
the public to prompt and sustain interest
in presidential candidates. During these
two decades, the numbers of eligible vot-
ers participating in the process of select-
ing a president rose dramatically. This
rise is partially due to the continuing
expansion of the franchise, but a con-
certed effort to infuse personality into
campaigning contributed as well. Prior to
this era, decorous politicians refused to
acknowledge their desire for the presi-
dency; nor would they actively campaign
for the most prestigious political post in
the country. Andrew Jackson not only
changed this mind-set; the era that takes
his name also witnessed the increasing
professionalism of politics. In addition,
the elections from 1824 to 1828 were
often marked by “dirty” tactics discredit-
ing presidential candidates. During the
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rise of the Jacksonian democracy, greater
attention was paid to a candidate’s char-
acter; often, it took precedence over their
political views. As a result, this era wit-
nessed a growing pandering to and manip-
ulation of public perceptions in order to
achieve party goals rather than a genuine
canvassing of public opinion.

Election of 1828

As contested by Andrew Jackson of Ten-
nessee, the hero of the Battle of New
Orleans, the election of 1828 served as a
referendum on the previous presidential
election. Although that election had
appropriately gone to the House of Rep-
resentatives when none of the five candi-
dates received sufficient electoral votes,
Jackson, who had led both the popular
vote and Electoral College in 1824, was
embittered when the House elected John
Quincy Adams of Massachusetts as pres-
ident rather than recognize what Jackson
termed the “will of the people.” When
Adams promptly selected another presi-
dential contestant, Henry Clay of Ken-
tucky, for the prestigious post of secre-
tary of state, Jackson charged both with
having struck a corrupt bargain to inten-
tionally deprive him of the presidency.
The 1828 campaign began almost imme-
diately (the Tennessee legislature put for-
ward Jackson’s name in October 1825),
driven by the notion that the people
could right the wrongs committed four
years earlier.

To contest the election, the Democra-
tic-Republicans cohered quickly around
Jackson and benefited from the organiza-
tional talents of New York’s Martin Van
Buren. The National Republicans, orga-
nized by Clay and Adams, defined them-
selves somewhat vaguely around support
for tariffs and internal improvements but
were more tenuously organized. Despite

policy differences, this election was more
about personalities than ideas, especially
as the candidates were a study in con-
trasts. Continuing attention to the “cor-
rupt bargain” of 1824 hurt Adams, but he
was also decried as an aristocrat of loose
morals whose corrupting influence in-
cluded introducing gambling (popular
games) into the White House, whereas
Jackson was depicted as a violent bigamist
and adulterer (due to questions about the
validity and timing of his wife Rachel’s
divorce from her first husband) whose ruf-
fian tendencies would reflect poorly on
the White House. However, the more
savvy Jackson was well-served by the
number of newspaper editors arrayed
behind his campaign, and they, along with
a “central committee of correspondence”
managing the national message, were in-
strumental in shaping public opinion in
his favor. In 1824, Jackson had expressed
doubts about the viability of his candi-
dacy but had been embraced by the larger
citizenry. It was Jackson’s ability to galva-
nize that same citizenry in 1828 that led
to his landslide victory. Jackson was
elected president with a record 642,553
votes (56 percent), and the incumbent
John Quincy Adams received 500,897
votes (43.6 percent), almost 400,000 more
votes than when he won in 1824. Al-
though Adams remained strong in the
Northeast, Jackson dominated in the
South and in the newer regions of the
West, a fitting outcome for the first presi-
dent elected from west of the Appalachian
Mountains. The continuing expansion of
the franchise and a greater democratiza-
tion of the process contributed to a dra-
matic increase in voter participation:
almost 57.6 percent of those eligible
voted, more than doubling the participa-
tion of 1824 (26.9 percent). A significant
segment of the electorate was thus moti-



vated to participate due to the personali-
ties involved; although these efforts were
coordinated and the criticisms of both
men resonated in all regions, public opin-
ion remained organized on a local rather
than national level.

Election of 1832

The election of 1832 continued the trend
of increased participation; more than half
of those eligible (55.4 percent| cast votes.
Running for reelection, Jackson was vul-
nerable to charges that he had become the
tyrant opponents had warned against in
the election of 1828. Given his view that
he was the sole representative of the peo-
ple in the national government and thus
had a unique mandate to shape legisla-
tion, Jackson was an unusually assertive
and active president; over his two terms,
Jackson would veto twelve bills, three
more than all his predecessors combined.
Under his direction, the Democratic
Party continued to strengthen as an or-
ganization, a national result as well be-
cause many of Jackson’s policies, such as
rotation in office, affirmed the necessity
of party loyalty. Nonetheless, organized
largely around personality, such organiza-
tions might more appropriately be consid-
ered factions.

In addition to concerns over Jackson’s
patronage policies, the tariff, and internal
improvements, the central issue of the
campaign was the fate of the Bank of the
United States. Although the bank’s char-
ter would not expire until 1836, the
National Republicans in Congress, led by
Daniel Webster, had urged Nicholas Bid-
dle, the bank’s president, to prematurely
force the issue, believing Jackson lacked
the courage to veto the bill. However,
convinced that the bank represented the
worst of special privilege, Jackson pledged
to kill the “monster” institution. When
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the National Republicans selected Henry
Clay of Kentucky, who headed the oppo-
sition against Jackson in Congress and
was financially backed by Biddle, as their
candidate, the election was cast as a refer-
endum on Jackson himself. Nonetheless,
the National Republicans campaigned on
specific policies, although the anti-Jack-
son issues (decrying the spoils system
that Jackson had introduced to govern-
ment and affirming the primacy of the
Supreme Court in constitutional ques-
tions, an implicit criticism of Jackson’s
Native American policy) reinforced the
impression that the election was funda-
mentally about the president. When he
won 54.2 percent of the vote (701,780) to
Henry Clay’s 37.4 percent of the vote
(484,205), Jackson was vindicated.

In addition to the two major parties,
the election of 1832 involved a third
party. The Anti-Masons had formed
around distrust of the influential and
secretive Masonic societies whose mem-
bers included both Jackson and Clay.
Their candidate, William Wirt, the for-
mer U.S. attorney general under both
Presidents James Monroe and Adams,
polled 7.8 percent of the vote, winning
slightly more than 100,715 votes and
receiving seven electoral votes from Ver-
mont. Despite this weak showing, how-
ever, the Anti-Masons had convened the
first national presidential nominating
convention in Baltimore on September
26, 1831, a move soon followed by the
two major parties. Although conventions
had existed on the local and state levels,
this election saw their extension to the
national level. Replacing the traditional
congressional caucus with conventions
to select nominees demonstrates the
greater democratization of politics during
this period. By 1832, only South Carolina
retained the use of the state legislature
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(rather than a popular vote) to select pres-
idential electors.

Election of 1836
The election of 1836 was a pivotal elec-
tion because it tested the ability of the
Democratic Party to move beyond
Andrew Jackson’s personality. Nonethe-
less, the Democratic Party ran a cam-
paign largely tied to Jackson; in fact, an
1835 convention had selected Vice Presi-
dent Martin Van Buren early in order to
forestall any dissension against Jackson’s
selection of his successor. Long a propo-
nent of the importance of party organiza-
tion, Van Buren was an appropriate can-
didate to usher in an era that helped
shape the second party system. Although
Van Buren was considerably less popular
than Jackson, under him the party mus-
tered sufficient discipline for victory.
The National Republicans had given
way to the Whig Party, which embraced
Henry Clay’s American System advocat-
ing national rather than local develop-
ment. Unlike the Democratic Party, the
emerging Whig Party remained stratified
and ran three regional candidates for the
presidency. Each candidate supported
basic Whig policies, and each was backed
by state legislatures in their region: Sena-
tor Hugh White of Tennessee received 73
electoral votes, Senator Daniel Webster
of Massachusetts won 14, and General
William Henry Harrison of Indiana
received 26. The Whigs had hoped to
throw the election to the House of Rep-
resentatives with this sectional strategy,
but they miscalculated when Van Buren,
with 50.8 percent of the vote, received
170 electoral votes, 22 more than he
needed, and won the election outright.
However, Congress did have a role when
the Senate selected the vice president for
the first time after Democrat Richard

Johnson of Kentucky fell one vote short
of victory in the Electoral College.

Election of 1840
The election of 1840 is particularly rele-
vant to public opinion. It is the first elec-
tion in which we see an emphasis on
shaping public opinion by manufacturing
personas for the candidates through the
use of slogans and other techniques to
stir the public imagination. Setting aside
their failed regional strategy of 1836, the
Whigs nominated William Henry Harri-
son; as the hero of the Battle of Tippeca-
noe during the War of 1812, he had mili-
tary credentials to match those of
Jackson, who continued to dominate his
party. As his running mate, the Whigs
chose former Democrat John Tyler, who
had broken with Jackson over the Bank of
the United States. When a Democratic
paper questioned Harrison’s ambition by
stating that he would happily pass his
days drinking cider by a log cabin, the
Whigs embraced this image and success-
fully portrayed Harrison as a frontiers-
man and turning the log cabin into a
badge of honor. Furthermore, the Whigs
embraced traditionally Democratic tech-
niques and got out the vote with slogans
such as “Tippecanoe and Tyler too!”
Despite concern that economic condi-
tions would hurt his candidacy, the
Democrats retained the incumbent, Mar-
tin Van Buren, as their candidate. How-
ever, whereas there was no significant
rival to Van Buren, there was dissension
over the vice president (largely southern
concerns over Johnson’s open family life
with an African American woman). Inter-
estingly, this election echoed many of the
elements of 1828, only reversed. Whereas
then the Democratic nominee was her-
alded as the common man, now Van
Buren was depicted as an unwelcome



holdover of the past (“Van, Van, Van / Van
is a used-up man”), an aristocrat, or per-
haps a secret monarchist out of touch
with the common man who was now rep-
resented by Harrison, the Whig candidate.
With this election, the Whigs success-
fully took the election to the people—
they bought newspapers to circulate their
message, they sent party speakers on tour,
they employed mass rallies to stir up
emotion. All these techniques were done
to reach voters, and the Whigs succeeded
far more ably than the Democrats, who
had pioneered these techniques. Al-
though the popular vote was close,
1,275,390 (52.9 percent) to 1,128,854 (46.8
percent), a difference of 146,536 votes, the
Whigs won decisively in the Electoral
College, 234 to 60. However, a month
into his administration, Harrison suc-
cumbed to pneumonia and as president,
Tyler proved to be a Whig in name only.

Election of 1844

In the election of 1844, both major par-
ties confronted slavery as a political
issue. Although Van Buren was consid-
ered the likely Democratic nominee, his
opposition to the annexation of Texas, in
a party dependent on southern support,
damaged his chances. Instead, in a first
for the parties, a compromise candidate,
former Tennessee governor James Polk,
came through on the ninth ballot, with
George M. Dallas as his running mate.
This decision reflects how thoroughly
the Democratic Party had organized—
they recognized that a deadlocked con-
vention would damage the party and
opted for another course. By 1844, under
the leadership of Van Buren, the Demo-
cratic Party had transformed itself into a
disciplined organization, recognizing
that the good of the party superseded the
fate of its standard-bearer.
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After the disappointment of the Tyler
administration, the Whigs returned to
Henry Clay, the most prominent Whig of
his time, with Theodore Frelinghuysen of
New Jersey as his running mate. The
Whigs were as united as the Democrats
but faltered somewhat when Clay un-
characteristically supported the annexa-
tion of Texas and alienated the anti-
slavery northern Whigs, an important
segment of the party. The ramifications of
this decision were most clearly seen in
New York, where the race between the
Democrats and the Whigs was extremely
close. There the Liberty Party, a third
party founded on an abolitionist platform
headed by James G. Birney of Michigan,
siphoned off sufficient votes to throw the
state’s 36 electoral votes to the Demo-
crats. The two parties were separated by
only 5,106 votes, and the 15,812 votes of
the Liberty Party were decisive.

In an election where the two parties’
platforms differed mostly on how to han-
dle proceeds from the sale of public lands
(Democrats favored retention by the fed-
eral government, whereas Whigs advo-
cated disbursement to the states), the
popular vote was extremely close. Polk
won 1,339,494 (49.5 percent) to Clay’s
1,300,004 (48.1 percent), with 170 elec-
toral votes to Clay’s 105. Although the
Liberty Party did not win any electoral
votes, its 62,103 votes (2.3 percent) were
larger than the margin of victory between
the two leading candidates.

Election of 1848

Whereas it could be glided over in 1844,
given the lands from the Mexican Ces-
sion needing organization, the issue of
slavery was paramount. The Whigs
selected General Zachary Taylor, a mili-
tary hero from the Mexican War, as their
candidate. However, having learned from
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Clay’s misstep, Taylor refrained from air-
ing his views on public policy. Nonethe-
less, as Taylor was a slaveholder, many
antislavery Whigs abandoned the party.
The Democrats were similarly wracked
by dissension over slavery (New York
sent two delegations to the national con-
vention; one delegation walked out and
formed the nucleus of a third party) and
returned to Lewis Cass, a senator from
Michigan who advocated allowing terri-
torial residents to choose their own insti-
tutions, to head the ticket. The third
party contesting the election was made
up of the remnants of the Liberty Party as
well as northern Whigs and Democrats
who were disaffected by their parties’
proslavery stances. Although the Free
Soil Party was a new entity, it was led by
the experienced Martin Van Buren. The
Whigs won the election with 1,361,393
(47.3 percent) and 163 electoral votes
over the Democrats, who received
1,223,460 (42.5 percent) and 127 electoral
votes. Although the Free Soil Party did
not receive any electoral votes, its
291,500 votes represented 10.1 percent of
all votes cast, almost a five-fold improve-
ment over the votes its precursor, the
Liberty Party, had won four years earlier.
This success represented a growing trend
against the expansion of slavery, an issue
of greater importance over the 1850s.

Conclusion

The elections of the Jacksonian period
began with Andrew Jackson’s triumph in
the election of 1828. Carried to the White
House on a wave of popular approbation,
Jackson fundamentally changed the
approach of politicians to electioneering.
In 1828, two parties emerged to contest
the election, bringing with them the first
glimmers of the development of a party
organization as well as a sophisticated

recognition that success required a party
apparatus to organize “the people” in the
service of ideology. The intense popular
interest in the election itself was aptly
illustrated when Jackson’s inauguration
was overrun by several thousand of his
enthusiastic supporters.

Over time, this popular interest in elec-
tions grew. This period represents a sea
change in the national concept of politics
as the ideal of an independent politician
using his own sober judgment and reason
to make decisions for the nation eroded in
favor of a politician elected precisely to
carry out the “will of the people”
expressed in specific policies. The greater
importance placed upon public opinion is
reflected in the growth of conventions,
both nominating and platform-oriented,
and the rise of voter turnout from 3.8 per-
cent in 1824 to 16.7 percent in 1856 due
to the gradual elimination of property or
taxpaying qualifications that led to near-
universal suffrage for white adult males.
In addition, campaign literature and songs
proliferated, and it became common for
candidates to embark on national speak-
ing tours and to release their views on
salient issues of public policy. Nonethe-
less, despite these changes and advances,
it remains a misnomer to discuss public
opinion in its contemporary usage. When
polling was done, it was still very small
and largely local. Thus, despite the party
understanding of a need to influence the
public, when we discuss public opinion, it
remains the opinion of an educated elite.

Pearl T. Ponce
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Civil War-Era Elections: 1850-1866

Democracy and self-determination could
solve pressing national problems. So con-
cluded many U.S. politicians in the after-
math of Andrew Jackson’s presidency.
Indeed, policymakers confronting the
growing sectional crisis over slavery
often advocated local majoritarian rule,
allowing the people of a given area to
decide themselves issues such as the
legality of bondage. Popular sovereignty,
as this solution came to be known,
remained mostly a Democratic Party
nostrum. But the Jacksonian democrati-
zation of the preceding decades guaran-
teed it wide currency as an idea that
embodied the egalitarian spirit of the age.
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When antebellum politicians contem-
plated public opinion, popular sover-
eignty thus figured largely in their
thought. Would the majority of South-
erners acquiesce in secession? Might the
northern public desire an end to sec-
tional and partisan bickering? Ascertain-
ing the public response to such questions
through periodic elections, thus letting
popular sovereignty run its course, came
to represent a crucial fulfillment of the
American republican experiment. If
Americans could respect their country-
men’s opinions as expressed through the
democratic process, the North-South dis-
cord menacing the Union might subside.
Key elections during the late antebellum
and Civil War periods show how popular
sovereignty was used and abused, pre-
scribed and subverted, by both sides in
struggles over the westward expansion of
slavery and the meaning of the American
Union.

The Early 1850s

By 1850, Congress had endured a four-year
stalemate over the question of whether to
allow slavery in its new, formerly Mexi-
can territories. The introduction of the
Wilmot Proviso, proposing to exclude
racial bondage from these lands, ignited
controversy in 1846. The dominant Whig
and Democratic Parties suffered defec-
tions from antislavery leaders who
endorsed the proviso, and the Free Soil
Party emerged after 1848 in order to rep-
resent these new interests. Affairs seemed
desperate by early 1850, when the “great
compromiser,” Senator Henry Clay,
stepped forward to craft a rapprochement.
Architect of previous sectional adjust-
ments, including the Missouri Compro-
mise and the Nullification-ending Com-
promise of 1833, an aging Clay for the last
time tried to preserve his cherished
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Union. As finally passed that autumn, the
compromise admitted California directly
into statehood without bondage, ended
slave trading in the federal capital,
allowed Utah and New Mexico settlers to
decide the local status of slavery for
themselves, and mandated a rigorous
Fugitive Slave Act obliging Northerners
to assist in capturing runaways. The
nation as a whole rallied to this hope of
warfare averted.

But not all parties were mollified by
this resolution. Free Soilers denounced
Whigs and Democrats for passing
allegedly proslavery legislation, and dissi-
dent members of the two major parties
opposed what they saw as piecemeal
capitulations to either North or South.
The revised Fugitive Slave bill, making
slave catchers out of northern civilians,
seemed particularly galling. Elections in
fall 1850 allowed voters to express their
opinions and select local and congres-
sional candidates who pledged either to
support or repudiate the recent measures.
In Massachusetts, for example, a group of
Free Soilers decided to join with Bay State
Democrats in order to topple procompro-
mise Whigs. Local Free Soil-Democratic
coalitions elected twenty-two state sena-
tors compared with the Whigs’ eight. Free
Soilers and Democrats jointly won a
majority of the state senate seats and 222
of the 438 spots in the statehouse—a
rebuke to the Whigs who had helped in
passing the compromise. Overall, how-
ever, elections across the nation demon-
strated support for the legislation.

Down south the elections of 1850
turned not only on the compromise, but
on recent plans for disunion. Since 1849,
Dixie politicians had raised the specter of
secession by calling for a convention to
meet at Nashville, Tennessee, and con-
sider the region’s plight. Deliberations on

the compromise, however, took wind out
of the sails of the Nashville movement. A
New Orleans paper reported that, out of
the 8 million-strong southern voting pop-
ulation, “not ten thousand” now took
interest in electing delegates to the meet-
ing. The convention adjourned for five
months while watching the compromise
proceedings, and after a second weak
gathering, the 1850 secession movement
fizzled. In various fall elections southern
Unionists gained the upper hand and
averted bloodshed. A joint Whig-Demo-
cratic “Constitutional Union” movement
defeated Georgia secessionists by a mar-
gin of 22,000 votes, for instance. One by
one, defensive southern states such as
South Carolina and Mississippi saw
Unionist electoral victories as signs that
the South was not ready for concerted
action. As these results indicate, suffi-
cient acceptance of the compromise as
the ultimate settlement of sectional ten-
sions headed off disunion. Both Whigs
and Democrats, North and South, there-
after wrote this “finality” into their party
platforms and insisted that the crisis of
the Union was over.

Bipartisan consensus over “finality” in
fact obscured long-standing party differ-
ences as Whigs and Democrats prepared
to elect a new president in 1852. In place
of sharp, economically focused partisan
competition, intraparty sectional fissures
over the compromise became salient.
The Baltimore Whig convention of 1852,
for example, was dominated by South-
erners’ determination to write “finality”
into the platform, with Northerners
opposing the plan. Northern anticompro-
mise Whigs gravitated toward General
Winfield Scott, Mexican War hero, while
their colleagues considered both Secre-
tary of State Daniel Webster and Presi-
dent Millard Fillmore. “Old fuss and



feathers,” as Scott was known in the mil-
itary, held a reputation for being stiff and
uncongenial as well as lacking any polit-
ical acumen. Observers saw him as an
“available” rather than a “regular” candi-
date. Scott’s nomination represented
party leaders’ desire to avoid running an
issue-based campaign and instead shep-
herd a closed-mouthed military candi-
date, a la William Henry Harrison and
Zachary Taylor, into office. Although the
Whig convention selected the northern-
backed Scott, it also endorsed the finality
of the compromise. This ensured that the
party could not focus on sectional issues
during the campaign itself, since it was
now officially committed to settlement
of all North-South questions.

In the Democratic camp a vibrant
nationalistic movement calling itself
“Young America” presented Senator
Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois as its can-
didate. Embracing a return to the heyday
of Manifest Destiny expansionism, a
quest for European intervention in sup-
port of republican revolutions, and a
restive desire to unseat party elders,
Young America appealed to the ran-
corous “spirit of the age.” But the bitter
Democratic convention saw major party
candidates like Douglas defeat each other
through forty-nine ballots. Only then did
it settle on Franklin Pierce, a dark-horse
New Hampshire doughface (the deroga-
tory term for a southern-appeaser] who
overwhelmed Scott. The Whigs seemed
moribund as their candidate captured
only four states (254 versus 42 electoral
votes), although he garnered 44 percent
of the popular vote as opposed to Pierce’s
51 percent. Rounding out the canvass
was Free Soil candidate John P. Hale with
5 percent of the popular vote. Whig
inability to attract Free Soilers to Scott,
coupled with southern anxiety about
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Scott’s possibly pro-North policies, cost
them the election. Conversely, the return
to the party of Barnburner Democrats,
who in 1848 had bolted for Free Soil,
sealed Pierce’s victory.

Twitchy expansionists expected the
new administration to reenact policies of
territorial growth, while most voters also
anticipated that the bipartisan commit-
ment to “finality” would prevent future
sectional agitation. Yet the blustery
Stephen Douglas, having lost a presiden-
tial bid in 1852, hardly intended to leave
the national stage. For years he considered
it his mission to return control of govern-
ment to local settlers. He envisioned a
developed West united by a transconti-
nental railroad, needed to placate the
South in preparation for future political
candidacies, and wished to spread republi-
can government throughout North Amer-
ica and the world. These priorities
emerged in his Kansas-Nebraska Act of
1854, which organized those two areas as
territories and allowed local settlers to
decide the issue of slavery for themselves
through the mechanism of popular sover-
eignty. In stipulating this, Douglas’s bill
overturned the Missouri Compromise’s
prohibition of slavery above 36 degrees, 30
minutes latitude, allowing black bondage
into areas permanently reserved for free
soil. Although he well anticipated the
“hell of a storm” his scheme would gen-
erate in the North, Douglas’s principled
devotion to local democracy led him to
push for passage of the act regardless.

Reactions came in midterm elections
that fall, when northern Democrats held
responsible for Kansas-Nebraska suffered
staggering reverses. In Ohio, which had
been a competitive Whig-Democratic
state, anti-Nebraska forces scored re-
sounding congressional victories. Presi-
dent Pierce’s endorsement of the bill as a
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Democratic litmus test deepened his
party’s losses. Eventually the furor
unleashed by Kansas-Nebraska led to the
formation of the northern Republican
Party, an organization committed to free
soil. But for the moment, Whigs hoped to
capitalize on Democratic liabilities and
did not yet join with other parties to cre-
ate a sectional antislavery majority. An
immediate beneficiary of the anti-
Nebraska furor, however, was the nativist
Know-Nothing Party, which grew in
strength until the Republicans displaced
it as the dominant anti-Democratic con-
tender after 1856. Promising to counter
the tide of papists and foreigners, Know-
Nothings tapped the escalating anti-
immigrant, protemperance persuasions of
voters North and South. Protests against
Pierce and Douglas offered them an
opportunity to gain adherents.

The Republican Party, 18561860

As Know-Nothings took advantage of
instability created by Kansas-Nebraska,
the new Free Soil Republican Party reaped
benefits from the Kansas civil war begin-
ning in 1855. Here, according to Douglas’s
legislation, popular sovereignty would
resolve the status of slavery. Hopes for
local democracy turned into a sham, how-
ever, as free-state and slave-state forces
from outside Kansas flooded the territory
and battled for the outcome. The sack of
Lawrence (free-staters’ newly established
capital), along with a massacre by the abo-
litionist John Brown and other acts of
reciprocal violence, made “Bleeding
Kansas” a sore test of popular sovereignty
and a valuable instrument for Republican
Party agitation. Together with the south-
ern assault on Senator Charles Sumner of
Massachusetts, the Kansas wars bolstered
Republicans’ prospects during their first
presidential election.

Indeed, the platform crafted at the
party’s 1856 Philadelphia convention
explicitly called for the admission of
Kansas as a free state, as well as for
enjoining the federal government to
uproot slavery wherever constitutionally
feasible (i.e., western territories). Repub-
licans also echoed the old activist Whig
economic program, mentioning in partic-
ular a transcontinental railroad, and
chided Know-Nothings by decrying
attempts to hinder any social group. The
convention considered U.S. Supreme
Court Justice John McLean for president
before settling on John C. Frémont, Cali-
fornia settler and western explorer. Straw
balloting revealed 359 votes for Frémont
and 190 for McLean. Republicans hoped
to capitalize on residual northern anti-
Democratic feeling due to Kansas-
Nebraska, but there they had also to con-
tend with the Know-Nothing movement.
Nativist bickering over slavery caused a
sectional split in Know-Nothing ranks,
with “north Americans” eventually
seceding over the party’s endorsement of
the Nebraska bill and flocking to support
Frémont. Those remaining nominated
the former president, Millard Fillmore,
hardly a biting nativist but a palatable
New York Unionist. In terms of nomina-
tions this was a season of safe choices,
and Democrats followed suit by picking
James Buchanan, a well-worn Pennsylva-
nia officeholder whose main credential
was being out of the country during
recent animosities. The Democratic plat-
form sustained popular sovereignty as
the preferred way of settling slavery-
related questions.

On the stump that autumn, Republi-
cans played up the Kansas and Sumner
affairs to give credence to their charge
that a southern “slave power” was com-
promising white as well as black liber-



ties. In return, followers of Fillmore and
Buchanan painted Republicans as the
ushers of disunion and Frémont as a
closet Catholic. Democrats polled solidly
throughout the cotton belt, while Fré-
mont and the Republicans captured New
England and parts of the mid-Atlantic
and Midwest. Buchanan won Pennsylva-
nia and California (receiving a nation-
wide total of 174 electoral votes and 45.3
percent of the popular vote), and Frémont
captured 11 free states and did not even
appear on the ballot in 10 southern
states. He ultimately received 114 elec-
toral votes and 33.1 percent of the popu-
lar vote. Overall the results displayed a
disturbing North-South divide. They also
confirmed the death of the fractured
Know-Nothing coalition and demon-
strated impressive strength within the
new Republican Party. Routed but
emboldened by what one historian has
called their “victorious defeat,” Republi-
cans hoped to mount a successful chal-
lenge in 1860. Meanwhile they continued
to harp on sectional issues and utilized
their amalgamation with former north-
ern Know-Nothings in order to make a
strong showing in local and congres-
sional races during 1858. That year,
Democrats lost 18 congressional seats in
the North, and Republicans did unex-
pectedly well in states like Pennsylvania
and Illinois.

They did better still within two years,
as the party turned down front-runner
William H. Seward in support of Abra-
ham Lincoln. Once again running on a
platform that combined economic devel-
opment with free soil, Republicans hoped
to capture northern states that had gone
out of reach in 1856. In Democratic cir-
cles only turmoil reigned, as southern
delegates walked out of the party’s
Charleston convention in April 1860.
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Failing to realize their demand for a fed-
eral slave code to “protect” the western
territories, southern Democrats reassem-
bled and selected as their candidate Vice
President John C. Breckinridge of Ken-
tucky. Their northern colleagues chose
Douglas and ran for popular sovereignty
once again, despite its being effectively
struck down in the U.S. Supreme Court’s
Dred Scott decision of 1857. America’s
last real bisectional coalition had frac-
tured. In the South, Democrats also faced
John Bell and the Constitutional Union
Party, a conservative group vaguely dedi-
cated to preventing secession.

The presidential election of 1860 is best
understood as two contests: Breckinridge
versus Bell in the South, and Douglas ver-
sus Lincoln in the North. It was widely
rumored that the election of an antislav-
ery president would result in southern
secession, an event that seemed more
likely after Lincoln swept almost every
free state. Douglas came in second in the
popular vote and won only Missouri; his
southern counterpart, Breckinridge, car-
ried 11 slave states. Bell gained Virginia,
Kentucky, and Tennessee, homes to many
conservative Unionists with compara-
tively little investment in slavery. One
must appreciate the momentousness of
this outcome to account for the coming
secession: a northern, sectional organiza-
tion that had within the past decade
begun as a marginal third party had now,
with a minority of the popular vote (40
percent), captured the executive branch
and elected a president committed to the
ultimate destruction of slavery. To be
sure, Republicans did not capture either
house of Congress. Yet southern “fire-
eaters” feared that the executive’s control
of federal patronage would provide
enough rewards to mildly antislavery
southerners to threaten slavery and justify
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secession. South Carolina withdrew from
the Union in December 1860, followed by
other states from the Deep South and by
the Upper South in spring 1861, following
Lincoln’s call for troops.

Civil War and Reconstruction
Lincoln’s election and the various state-
level contests between southern Union-
ists and secessionists posed the problem
of public opinion acutely for U.S. politi-
cians. What did the popular will really
mean if a minority-backed president
from the North now governed the entire
country? How much did rank-and-file
Southerners desire secession? Policy-
makers could answer these questions in
the abstract because direct voting rarely
complicated their calculations: presiden-
tial elections were handled through the
Electoral College, slavery-related elec-
tions under popular sovereignty were
held by territorial legislatures, and deci-
sions for secession were usually not sub-
mitted to Southerners for a popular refer-
endum. As both sides mobilized for war
in spring 1861, no one could easily say
whether public opinion in either section
had led to bloodshed, only that powerful
minorities in each region gained control
of national affairs. In other words, the
nagging question of public opinion could
be swept aside because there were few
direct measures of it during this era.
Nevertheless, regular elections re-
minded leaders that a constituency, how-
ever abstractly conceived, held them
accountable. The midterm elections of
1862 gave Lincoln just such a reminder.
Public discussion focused on the emanci-
pation policy Lincoln was then consider-
ing, on his controversial handling of
wartime civil liberties, and on his overall
management of the conflict. Given the
low morale of 1862, Democrats made a

resurgence, capturing legislatures in Indi-
ana and Illinois and gaining 32 seats in
the next federal House of Representa-
tives. Still, Republicans polled well in
New England and in the West and kept
control of Congress, so the meaning of
the results was not completely clear. A
more menacing challenge to Lincoln’s
conduct of the war came in the presiden-
tial election of 1864, when he ran against
Democrat George McClellan, the general
whom he had earlier removed from com-
mand. McClellan favored a “soft” prose-
cution of the war without emancipation,
although the Democratic platform actu-
ally called for a negotiated peace. Lincoln
realized the outcome would turn on
Union military fortunes, and he received
a needed boost from General William T.
Sherman’s capture of Atlanta that fall. As
Union troops continued to conquer Con-
federate territory, Republicans got 212
electoral votes, compared with 21 for
McClellan. Lincoln received 55 percent
of the popular vote, and the 1864 election
ensured that emancipation would remain
a Union war policy.

When the fighting ended in April 1865,
plans for reconstructing the Union took
center stage. President Lincoln’s assassi-
nation left Tennessee Unionist Andrew
Johnson in charge, and Johnson wasted
little time in making enemies among the
Radical, congressional wing of his party.
Whereas Johnson adopted a lenient
southern policy, granting pardons to for-
mer Rebels and vetoing bills that would
aid black freedmen, many Radical Repub-
licans wished to treat the South as con-
quered territory and place it under strict
military oversight. In campaigns during
1866, Radicals described Johnson as a
traitor serving northern dissidents and
former Confederates. Discussion espe-
cially focused on Johnson’s opposition to
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the proposed Fourteenth Amendment, a
federal guarantee of equal rights and due
process aimed at black freedmen. Most
voters agreed with the Radicals, because
Republicans won more than a two-thirds
congressional majority, every contested
northern governorship, and all northern
legislatures. Radicals succeeded in rebuk-
ing Johnson as they prepared to take con-
trol over the next phase of Reconstruc-
tion. If in 1850 the Democratic cry of
popular sovereignty had focused atten-
tion on the masses, by 1866 it was clear
that Republican Party politicians were in
charge. The transition from Jacksonian
democracy to the era of party and
machine politics was complete.

Yonatan Eyal
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Reconstruction-Era

Elections: 1868-1892

The end of the Civil War ushered in a
time of previously unrealized growth as
well as seemingly impossibly high elec-
toral activity by the masses. It was a time
of industrial expansion and backlash. It
was also a period when the United States
searched for its identity in the ashes of

the Civil War. The electorate attempted
to make sense of the moral issues that
lay behind the Civil War, and the politi-
cians were forced to determine whom
and what they and their parties stood for
or against. In this tedious attempt to
redefine politics in the country, issues,
stances, and moralities were often
blurred and difficult to develop for the
major political parties. Indeed, many of
the strongest threats to their success, as
well as their mere existence, came from
divisions within the party.

Post-Civil War Growth of the Nation

The end of the Civil War was not just a
new beginning in U.S. electoral history,
with enfranchisement of former slaves
and the influx of black voters into the
possible electorate; it was a new begin-
ning for industrial America as well. The
United States transformed from a nation
that used primitive tools and relied heav-
ily on importation of manufactured
goods to a country in the midst of boom-
ing industrial development that produced
farm goods and manufactured items that
were exported throughout the world. The
period 1870-1880 witnessed the most
rapid introduction of modern agricultural
tools to farming the nation had ever seen.
And by 1880 the United States had
become the greatest exporter of wheat in
the world. The introduction of territorial
governments between 1861 and 1890 of
Nevada, Colorado, North and South
Dakota, Arizona, Indiana, Montana,
Wyoming, Nebraska, Washington, and
Idaho effectively ended the days of the
undeveloped frontier in the West. Farm-
ing and industry within cities were new
big business all around the country.
Accordingly, newly developed urban
areas saw previously unparalleled growth
of population and development in manu-
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facture. By 1890, one-third of the U.S.
population lived in cities. From 1860 to
1900, more than 640,000 new patents
were issued. And from 1860 to 1890, the
output of U.S. factories quintupled.

There were other forces that con-
ributed to this revolution in U.S. indus-
try. The Homestead Act of 1862, granting
every adult citizen 160 acres, had trans-
ferred close to 56 million acres to private
ownership by 1880. In 1866, the Texas
cattle industry began the annual “Long
Drive” of longhorn cattle from Texas
across the plains to the railways in
Kansas. This brought beef to sources of
transportation and produced a higher
quality of cattle, as they were able to feed
all along the drive route. Although natu-
ral barriers (in large part due to the
Homestead Act) began to make the drive
difficult around 1880, the cattle industry
had witnessed huge gains from its newly
found trade and transportation routes.
The congressional charter of the Union
Pacific Railroad in 1862 had led to a
meeting of the Union Pacific and the
Central Pacific railroads at Promontory
Point, Utah, in a 1,775-mile endeavor
that connected the East and West Coasts
of the nation. Mining and precious metal
production boomed along with other
industry as well. For example, silver out-
put rose from $150,000 in 1860 to more
than $36 million in 1873. The United
States, it seems, was making unparal-
leled inroads in industry and commerce.
It was, however, this rise in materialism
and production that led to continually
contested issues throughout the period.
In effect, the period can be characterized
by battles and conflicts that occurred
over tariffs, coinage of money, alcohol
temperance, civil reform, and civil rights
and reconstruction.

Electorate and Party

The electorate was no better off than its
representatives in determining political
values and positions. The Civil War
resulted in an unstable period that often
left the electorate trying to discern
exactly what each party stood for and
what policies would be adopted if one
party or another took over the Congress
or the presidency. That did not, however,
prevent voters from turning out at the
polls to make their voices heard. Electoral
participation rates for this period were the
highest of the nineteenth century. In
addition, although Democrats may have
feared a Republican dynasty following the
war, and the Republicans may have fore-
casted their continuing control of govern-
ment, neither became reality. Instead,
elections at the federal level were close,
and Democrats and Republicans played a
game of power alternation that, in retro-
spect, would have warranted little fear of
a single dominant party. The period was
characterized by tight partisan balance
with little fluctuation in power. Indeed,
during the period 1854-1892, Democrats
enjoyed only a 1.2 percentage point lead
over Republicans nationally. This narrow
lead was not indicative of close competi-
tion of Republicans and Democrats in
every state, although many states did wit-
ness close competition and frequent
change of partisan powers during this
period. Instead it reflected the solid parti-
san blocs that had developed regionally
after the Civil War. The South and the
border states became solidly Democrat,
whereas New England and more mid-
western states became the bastions of
Republicanism. It was this regional parti-
san attachment, more than candidate
appeal or nationally debated issues, that
tended to drive voting behavior and elec-
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tion outcomes. Because of the “Solid
South” and the “Republican North,”
Republicans in the South as well as
Democrats in the North often were forced
to fuse with third parties to better their
chances for success.

The Nation and Elections, 1868-1876
From 1868 to 1876, elections were close
partisan battles that addressed and cen-
tered on the issues mentioned above.
Indeed, these issues were divisive even
among party members in the establish-
ment of platforms and the adoption of a
unified political front. However, regard-
less of how the parties at convention time
had framed their platforms or their
approaches to campaigns, elections during
this period can be classified as determined
by the prevalent North-versus-South or
Union-versus-Rebel mind-set. The parties
had become associated with former ene-
mies, with Democrats in the South
assuming the role of the “white man’s
party” and successfully painting the
Republicans as representative of “black
rule.” In northern states, the expansion of
production and industrialization had cre-
ated political machines that seemed to
give power to those who were able to
influence and corrupt the majority. How-
ever, despite the differences, the nation
hoped that a national election could bring
stability and harmony.

Truly, the issues of the day, driven by
Civil War animosities, played a large role
in determining each party’s position.
Reconstruction, the Fourteenth Amend-
ment, as well as the new governments
instituted in the South were all points of
contention between Republicans and
Democrats. The Republicans felt that
they would have an easy victory, as they
had the psychological edge over the

defeated South and controlled patronage
in many sections of the federal govern-
ment stemming from the Lincoln admin-
istration. However, divisions within the
party arose over the imposition of black
equality on the rest of the nation. The
Republicans met and nominated Ulysses
Grant for president, claiming that the
country needed the former war hero to
lead them. The Republican platform
praised the efforts of Reconstruction, suf-
frage, and the Fourteenth Amendment
and called for reform of Johnson’s staff
and lower taxes.

The Democrats nominated Horatio
Seymore as their candidate on a platform
that illuminated and exploited the differ-
ences between North and South. It called
for immediate restoration of the south-
ern states to full Union rights, amnesty
for offenses committed during the Civil
War, a tariff for revenue purposes, an end
to corruption in government, and indict-
ment of the Republican Party for the mis-
management of Reconstruction.

The campaign became one of the dirti-
est in presidential history, with both
sides attacking the character of the oppo-
nent and both parties rallying around the
issue of black suffrage. As state elections
began in September through October,
eight of nine states went Republican.
Feeling this to be a bad omen for the
upcoming presidential election, Demo-
crats mobilized in the South to intimi-
date black voters with harassment and
violence. There were killings of black
voters in Georgia, Louisiana, and South
Carolina. However, Republicans success-
fully convinced the public that Democrat
power in the White House would mean a
return of Confederate power, and Grant
won the election with 214 electoral votes
and 52 percent of the popular vote. And
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although both parties charged the other
with corruption, transition to Grant
came without violence by the opposing
party.

Grant’s first term, however, was less
than smooth. He began appointing indi-
viduals viewed as incompetent, setting
the stage for battles over patronage. He
also signed a tariff into law in 1870 that
alienated reform-minded members of his
party. Under pressure from newly power-
ful industrial groups, he became indiffer-
ent to civil service reform and disap-
pointed many voters by failing to alter the
former harsh policies of Reconstruction.
All this caused dissidents in the Republi-
can Party to split in 1872 into the Liberal-
Republican faction in hope to oust Grant
from power. The Liberal Republicans
believed that Grant’s shenanigans had
become the curse of the country, which
could be put on the right path only
through his defeat. Their platform called
for Confederate amnesty as well as civil
service reform, and the reformers and
free-traders could find no common
ground on the tariff issue, so they left it to
the voters to decide in the fall. The nom-
ination fell to Horace Greeley, media
kingpin, largely due to journalistic engi-
neering at the conference. The Democra-
tic convention later that summer took
only six hours and simply ratified the Lib-
eral Republican platform and its ticket.

Grant, glad to be rid of the heckling
Liberal-Republicans, was nominated
unanimously on the first ballot of his
party’s convention. With a platform of
vigorous enforcement of the Fourteenth
and Fifteenth Amendments, equal politi-
cal and civil rights for all, fair wages,
lower postal rates, pensions to veterans,
and amnesty to Confederate leaders, the
Republicans attempted to take the wind

out of the sails of the Liberal-Republican/
Democrat movement. To further the
cause, the session of Congress prior to
the election stole the liberal reform plat-
form and reduced the tariff by 10 percent,
ended duties, and declared amnesty for
most Confederates.

Although Grant’s first term was prob-
lematic, his policy during the campaign
was to keep quiet and stand by the
Republican Party. Although Liberal
Republicans had seemed to command
their own destiny by joining with
Democrats, two elements of the cam-
paign led to their defeat in 1872. First,
the Liberal-Republicans’ organizations
within states were a disaster, with inabil-
ity, incompetence, lack of funding, inept
coordination, and internal feuding crip-
pling any national movement. In addi-
tion, Greeley felt that the best possibility
for winning the election was through
speechmaking. From September 19 to 29,
Greeley delivered more than 200
speeches. In addition, at speeches in
Pittsburgh and Louisville just before the
election, Greeley insulted Union sol-
diers, suggested that he would abide by a
peaceful separation of the Union if that
was the predilection of southerners, and
called blacks ignorant, deceived, and mis-
guided. The result of the election was a
landslide for Grant, who carried all but
six states. He won with 55.63 percent of
the popular vote to Greeley’s 43.82 per-
cent. It seemed in the end that dissatis-
fied Republicans did not defect and dis-
gruntled Democrats did not vote.

Although Grant won decisive reelec-
tion in 1872 due to the organizational
incapacity of the Liberal Republicans and
speechmaking blunders by Greeley, his
second administration corrected none of
the corruption or party division of the
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previous term. The administration was
rocked by discoveries of corruption,
which led to the dismissal of Grant’s pri-
vate secretary, secretary of war, commis-
sioner of internal revenue, vice president,
secretary of the interior, attorney general,
and secretary of treasury. Worsening the
situation, millions who had invested
heavily for large profit after the Civil War
were thrown on unpredictable times in
1873. In September the failure of one of
the largest brokerages in New York, as
well as a panic overseas earlier that year,
caused more than 5,000 banks and busi-
nesses to fail. More than 3 million people
were laid off. This produced the first great
farmers’ movement in America, known
as the Granger Movement; more signifi-
cant, there was a refocus on coinage of
paper versus metal-backed currency and
tariff reform. Further, the people saw gov-
ernment and big business corruption as a
leading reason for the financial down-
turn; they also saw Grant as representing
those elements. As a result, 1884 wit-
nessed a change in power in the House of
Representatives to the Democrats and
the loss of seven Republican states to the
Democratic Party.

In 1876, the North-versus-South elec-
tion pitted the protectionist tariff sup-
ported by Republicans in the North
against the “revenue-only” tariff believers
in the South. Civil rights for the black
population also was a dividing issue,
along with the continuing specter of
Reconstruction. Republicans frightened
the public with visions of an unrepentant
South coming to power, and Democrats
frightened the public with images of fed-
eral and corporate corruption that led to
uncaring, greedy government. The Repub-
lican convention nominated the governor
of Ohio, Rutherford B. Hayes, on a reform

platform. The Democrats responded by
nominating the governor of New York,
Samuel Tilden. On the morning after the
election, Tilden had 184 (out of the 185
necessary) electoral votes to Hayes’s 165,
with Oregon, South Carolina, Florida, and
Louisiana still undecided. In January,
Congress created an electoral commission
of senators, representatives, and justices
to oversee the final decisionmaking for
the election. On all crucial votes deter-
mining the debated states’ results, Hayes
won by an 8-7 margin (along partisan
lines) and ended up winning the election
with 185 electoral votes to Tilden’s 184.
This election (referred to by some as “the
crime of 1876”) was the impetus for the
reevaluation of politics, party, and
national issues. In fact, this would be the
last election in which Reconstruction, the
South’s return to power, or Confederate
fears would be mentioned.

The Nation and Elections, 1880-1892
Following the disputed election of 1876,
the United States would witness a
change in electoral behavior as well as
party structure. Hayes entered office and
broke previous Republican tradition by
gathering able men around him, as well
as instituting civil service reform in the
form of standards for patronage in the
federal government. Hayes proved to be a
compromising president who healed the
wounds of war and conceded when nec-
essary to build national unity. These con-
cessions, however, split the Republican
Party into “Stalwarts,” who believed
Hayes was pandering to the South, and
“Half Breeds,” who supported Hayes'’s
refusal to lend further military support to
the interim governments in the South
and passed a bill prohibiting troops’ pres-
ence at the polls.
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Hayes had promised to serve only one
term, and because of the threat of Demo-
cratic unity, Republicans pulled together
to nominate Senator James Garfield on
the thirty-sixth ballot of their convention
over Grant, who had been seen as a
favorite to return to the White House.
The Democrats nominated General Win-
field Hancock at their convention. The
platforms of each party advocated separa-
tion of church and state as well as civil
service reform, and the campaign was
unspectacular. Garfield won the election
with 214 electoral votes to Hancock’s
155, but he won only 48.3 percent of the
popular vote against the 48.23 percent
attained by Hancock. The difference was
10,000 votes.

Upon Garfield’s assassination in 1881,
Chester A. Arthur assumed the role of
commander in chief. He reconstituted
the Cabinet and promised to continue
with the civil service reforms desired by
the masses. Yet his inaction on the sub-
ject led to Democratic victory in the
House of Representatives in the midterm
elections of 1882. This also led to a split
in the Republican Party in the 1884 elec-
tion in which the Stalwarts, aggravated
by Arthur’s civil service reforms and
attacks on patronage, nominated James
Blaine, former presidential nominee,
Cabinet member, and senator. Indepen-
dent-Republicans and Democrats joined
forces to nominate the reform-minded
Grover Cleveland in hopes of defeating
the Republican regime in power. The
platforms of both parties were similar,
and it seemed that personality would
carry the day. Blaine lost the campaign
for himself, becoming embroiled in a rail-
road scandal in which he had instructed a
colleague in one letter to “burn this let-
ter,” as well as attending an opulent din-
ner in which the Democratic Party had

been referred to as the party of “Rum,
Romanism, and Rebellion,” which alien-
ated the Catholic electorate in America.
The result was a victory by Cleveland
with 183 electoral votes to Blaine’s 182,
and a popular vote for Cleveland of
4,875,971 to Blaine’s 4,852,234. Cleve-
land had, in effect, won thanks to 1,149
votes in New York that had given him
that state’s 36 electoral votes.

In 1888, the main issue for both parties
became the tariff. A revenue surplus that
began in 1881 had forced the government
to determine whether the tariff was still
necessary, as revenues had already seen
surpluses. The Democrats nominated
Cleveland on the platform of tariff reduc-
tion in June 1888. The Republicans, seek-
ing to continue a long tradition of pro-
tecting industry and trade, nominated a
former senator, Benjamin Harrison, for
president. Republicans proposed reduc-
ing the revenue not through tariff elimi-
nation but by cutting any internal taxes.
Harrison won the uneventful election
with 233 electoral votes to Cleveland’s
168, although Cleveland had won the
popular vote with 48.7 percent to Harri-
son’s 47.8 percent.

Upon entering office, Harrison did as
promised and refunded taxes to the states
directly and raised the pensions of veter-
ans from $81 million to $135 million. In
addition, the McKinley Tariff of 1890
raised general duties from 38 percent to
49.5 percent while also eliminating other
contested duties and cutting internal
taxes. As a result, however, some goods
were taxed almost to the point of halting
importation. Further, the high rates of
the tariff were quickly reflected in retail
sales, leading to consumer protests and
Republican defeat in the House in 1890.
Democrats were eager to keep the atten-
tion focused on the tariff question and



used their new power in the House to
continually do so as the presidential elec-
tion approached.

In 1892, a central issue was again the
tariff. Harrison was nominated unani-
mously by the Republicans, who again
espoused the “American doctrine of pro-
tection.” The Democrats nominated
Grover Cleveland on the simple plat-
form of tariff reduction. Cleveland won
the election 277 electoral votes to Harri-
son’s 145, as well as 46 percent of the
popular vote compared with Harrison’s
43 percent.

However, the election of 1892 also her-
alded the rise of a third party, the People’s
Party, or Populists, which received 22
electoral votes on a platform of coinage
of silver, government regulation of trans-
portation and railroads, and an enhanced
banking system. This, as well as the
increased third-party participation in
1876 (American National Party, National
Prohibition Reform Party, National
Greenback Party), 1880 (Prohibition
Party, Labor-Greenback Party), 1884 (Pro-
hibition Party, Greenback Party, Anti-
Monopoly Party, American Party, Equal
Women’s Rights Party, American Prohi-
bition Party), 1888 (Prohibitionist Party,
Union-Labor Party, American Party), was
an indication that the two major parties
had failed to incorporate the beliefs and
feelings of the population into their sim-
plistic platforms and policy proposals.
This reassessment would lead to the
realignment of the parties and the elec-
torate during the 1890s.

Ryan Lee Teten
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Progressive-Era

Elections: 1894-1928

By 1892, the Civil War-era party align-
ment had run its course outside the
South. In 1877 the Republican Party
ended Reconstruction as well as their
commitment to civil rights; by the early
1890s the Democratic Party had aban-
doned its agrarian rural base, with Grover
Cleveland siding with eastern money
interests on critical issues, including cur-
rency reform.

Silver and Gold

Under the gold standard, the money sup-
ply was directly linked to federal gold
reserves. The last major gold expansion
occurred during the 1850s after the Cali-
fornia Gold Rush. But the population
doubled between 1860 and 1890 (from 31
million to 62 million), and the economy
shifted from agrarian/rural to industrial/
urban.
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With the money supply stagnant and
new industries gaining dominance, agri-
cultural prices plummeted. An 1893 Sen-
ate committee report showed a decline to
around 30 percent of post-Civil War lev-
els; cotton and wheat prices, the staples
of the South and West, respectively, were
hit even harder as gold prices rose
steadily. The greater availability of silver
due to strikes in the West in the 1860s
and 1870s made it attractive to those
who wanted to expand the money supply.

The two sides on this issue simply
acted on their regional economic inter-
ests. A shift toward silver and the infla-
tion it would have engendered would
have harmed northeastern industrial and
financial interests; the gold standard did
squeeze southern and western agrarian
interests. As always, lenders feared infla-
tion, whereas debtors craved it. In
between was the large industrial labor
force whose loyalties and votes were up
for grabs.

Cleveland’s antisilver stance in 1892
helped the Populist Party in the South
and West. After his reelection, Demo-
crats split into feuding silver and gold
wings as Cleveland firmly supported the
gold standard and refused to budge.

The Realignment of 1896

The worst depression in U.S. history to
date began with the “Panic of '93” and
continued until 1897, bringing unem-
ployment, business failures, and large Re-
publican congressional majorities. Pop-
ulist House candidates received roughly
1.5 million votes in 1894 (not including
fusion candidates from major parties).
Democrats faced a dilemma: stay Cleve-
land’s course and risk losing their agrar-
ian base to the Populists or co-opt the
Populist agenda and risk losing support
in the Northeast.

In other issues, northeastern industrial
concerns favored high protective tariffs,
and southern and western agrarians
wanted lower tariffs supplemented by
income tax (which the U.S. Supreme
Court repealed in 1895). Antitrust legis-
lation was also important, and again the
Supreme Court handed the Populists an
issue by dismissing a major suit. Orga-
nized labor had the potential to cut
across regional lines, and here the Court
consistently upheld the rights of capital
against those of labor.

The Great Commoner

William Jennings Bryan, a young
Nebraska senator, electrified the Demo-
cratic convention, orating: “You shall not
press down upon the brow of labor this
crown of thorns; you shall not crucify
mankind upon a cross of gold!” The con-
vention nominated Bryan on the fifth
ballot, with a free-silver platform; “Gold
Democrats” walked out and opposed his
candidacy. The Republican convention
adopted a strong progold platform and
nominated Ohio’s William McKinley.

Populists split into two camps—one
insisting on nominating their own candi-
date, the other favoring fusion with the
Democrats. The fusionists won, and the
Populists endorsed Bryan.

Bryan was both idolized and vilified
during the campaign. He was the “Silver
Knight of the West,” the “Great Com-
moner,” or the “Peerless One.” But he
was also a “socialist, anarchist, commu-
nist, revolutionary, lunatic, madman,
rabble-rouser, thief, traitor, murderer.”
Traveling 18,000 miles while giving
speeches to 5 million people, Bryan
ensured that the election revolved
around him and silver. McKinley’s low-
key “front porch” campaign suited the
Republican Party’s desire to appear “civi-



lized.” After three years of depression
under Cleveland, McKinley stressed
prosperity and the “Full Dinner Pail.”

The battle was now engaged, with divi-
sions along economic and regional lines.
This was a critical election, but it was no
landslide: McKinley won with 51 per-
cent, followed by 46.7 percent for Bryan
and 1 percent each for Gold Democrats
and the Prohibition Party (see Table 1). In
the Electoral College McKinley bested
Bryan 271 to 176 (see Table 2). McKinley
swept the Northeast and the industrial
Midwest, adding Kentucky, Minnesota,
Iowa, North Dakota, Oregon, and Cali-
fornia. Bryan swept the old Confederacy,
as well as every state west of the Missis-
sippi except those just mentioned.

The population was so centered in the
Northeast and Midwest that McKinley
could have won without carrying any
state outside those regions. Bryan’s only
hope to make necessary inroads in the
Northeast rested with industrial work-
ers, who went heavily for McKinley for
two reasons. First, Bryan occasionally
insulted cities with comments that
Republicans were quick to exploit. Sec-
ond, many employers bluntly warned
their workers that if Bryan were elected,
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they would be fired. Thus, most states in
the Northeast and Midwest went deci-
sively for McKinley.

Although the election of 1896 was
unremarkable in terms of the electoral or
popular vote margins, or the ultimate
Republican victory, it represented a
remarkable shift in many ways from the
period that preceded it. As one historian
put it:

For twenty years, the contests
between Democrats and Republicans
had been little more than sham bat-
tles that decided no consequential
issues (except the tariff) but ordained
mainly who would gain and allocate
the spoils of office. . . . On the funda-
mental question of the time—the role
of government in a modern industrial
society—the two national parties had
no quarrel. (Sundquist 1983, p. 154)

1898: Solidifying the Realignment!?

Electoral realignments are rarely clear as
they occur. Although the 1896 election
returned Republicans to the White
House, they actually lost 40 seats in the
House to a combination of Democrats

Table 1 Popular Vote for President, 1896-1928

Year Republican Democrat Prohibition Socialist Progressive Other
1896 51.01 46.73 0.90 1.37
1900 51.67 45.51 1.50 0.62 0.70
1904 56.41 37.60 1.91 2.98 1.10
1908 51.58 43.05 1.70 2.82 0.85
1912 23.18 41.84 1.38 5.99 27.39 0.23
1916 46.11 49.24 1.19 3.18 0.19 0.09
1920 60.30 34.17 0.70 3.42 1.42
1924 54.06 28.84 0.19 16.56 0.36
1928 58.20 40.77 0.09 0.72 0.21

Source: Presidential Elections since 1789, 3rd ed. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly

Press, 1983.
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Table 2 Electoral Vote for President, 1896-1928

Year Republican Democrat Progressive
1896 271 176

1900 292 155

1904 336 140

1908 321 162

1912 8 435 88
1916 254 277

1920 404 127

1924 382 136 13
1928 444 87

Source: Presidential Elections since 1789, 3rd ed. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly

Press, 1983.

and Populists while retaining their
majority. In the Senate, Gold Republi-
cans held steady at 44 seats, with a com-
bination of Democrats, Silver Republi-
cans, Populists, and Silver Party senators
holding 46.

Ironically, by the time of McKinley’s
inauguration, gold from Alaska and
South Africa was already creating just the
currency inflation that the Populists and
Democrats demanded. That, plus elation
at McKinley’s victory among eastern
financial and industrial interests, spurred
economic growth. In 1898, with the
economy growing and the nation at war
with Spain over Cuba, Republicans won
a clear majority of the Senate while los-
ing 21 seats in the House. Whether this
would be a short-term Republican tide or
a realignment remained unclear.

Comparison: 1850s and 1890s

The 1890s makes a fascinating compari-
son with the 1850s. In each case the
major parties took similar positions on
critical issues, which third parties
brought to the electoral debate. In the
1850s, Whigs and Democrats equivo-
cated on slavery’s extension, whereas
Republicans firmly opposed it. The

Whigs lost the 1852 presidential election
by a perfectly normal margin yet ceased
to exist by 1854, with northern Whigs
largely joining the Republicans and
southern Whigs the Democrats.

In the 1890s, Republicans were solidly
progold, and Democrats were divided
regionally. Thus the silver issue repre-
sented both a threat and an opportunity
for Democrats. Although the Democrats’
choice of Bryan and silver set them up as
the minority party for a generation, that
was better than one possible alternative,
in which they could have gone the way of
the Whigs.

The Issue That Didn’t

Materialize: Race

The realignment of 1896 is also interest-
ing for issues that did not arise, particu-
larly race. After Reconstruction ended in
1877, the rights of blacks were systemati-
cally undermined nationwide, using
largely extralegal means. This was
cemented by the Supreme Court in Plessy
v. Ferguson (1896), which held that state
segregation laws did not violate the Four-
teenth Amendment. The major parties
and the Populists were silent. Plessy was
perceived rightly as an invitation to write



the de facto discrimination into law; from
grandfather clauses to poll taxes, segrega-
tion, wrongful conviction, and educa-
tional and workplace barriers, blacks had
virtually no rights anywhere in the coun-
try heading into the twentieth century,
and no party raised a voice against it. The
only public opinion that mattered was
white public opinion.

Only among the nation’s blacks were
racial matters debated, with one side
favoring progress under segregation and
the other full integration. Booker T.
Washington argued in 1895: “In all things
that are purely social we can be as sepa-
rate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in
all things essential to mutual progress.”
On the other side, W. E. B. DuBois would
write that “Mr. Washington represents in
Negro thought the old attitude of adjust-
ment and submission. . . . Mr. Washing-
ton’s programme practically accepts the
alleged inferiority of the Negro races.”
Theirs was a bitter generational rivalry
that DuBois was bound to win. After
Washington died in 1915—six years after
DuBois founded the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP)—DuBois’s model reigned
supreme for decades. In the meantime the
rights of African Americans remained off
the table of partisan and electoral politics
between 1877 and the 1940s.

Rematch: The Election of 1900
When both parties easily renominated
their 1896 standard-bearers, a rematch
was set in place. But unlike the previous
rematches, in which Jefferson and Jack-
son defeated their respective John
Adamses the second time around, the
tide was not in Bryan’s favor.

Given prosperity, silver was a non-
starter. Bryan attempted to make an
issue out of trusts but had no luck there,
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either. As for empire, the Spanish-Amer-
ican War of 1898 had impacts far beyond
Cuba, with the nation flaunting new pos-
sessions in Puerto Rico and the West
Indies, the Philippines, Guam, and
Hawaii. Although public response to the
war and colonial expansion was largely
positive, the American Anti-Imperialist
League was formed, boasting Andrew
Carnegie, Mark Twain, Samuel Gompers,
and other prominent Americans among
its members. Bryan intoned: “I would not
exchange the glory of the Republic for
the glory of all the empires that have
risen since time began.” When the
Republicans selected war hero Teddy
Roosevelt as their vice presidential nom-
inee, the battle lines were clearly drawn
and the public chose McKinley, Roo-
sevelt, prosperity, and empire.

McKinley defeated Bryan more con-
vincingly than before, winning 51.7 per-
cent to Bryan’s 45.5 percent, with 1.5
percent for the Prohibition Party and 0.6
percent for Eugene V. Debs and his
Socialist Party. McKinley bested Bryan
in the Electoral College 292 to 155.
McKinley’s gains were marginal and his
victory, though convincing, was again no
landslide. The electoral map was also
similar, with Bryan adding only Ken-
tucky and McKinley adding South
Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Wyoming,
Utah, and Washington. Meanwhile, Re-
publicans padded their majorities in both
the House and Senate.

Roosevelt and the Progressive
Movement: 1901-1912

McKinley’s assassination in 1901 and the
accession to office of the popular vice
president, Teddy Roosevelt, sealed the
doom of the Democrats for the foresee-
able future. With great appeal in the
West, Roosevelt built an independent
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power base and a personal agenda while
not straying too far from the Republican
Party line during his first “accidental”
term.

Roosevelt’s agenda of natural conserva-
tion and regulation of trusts proved
immensely popular; the only doubt in
early 1904 was whether he would win
the party’s nomination (he did). Mean-
while, Democratic “safe-and-saners,”
thinking they had learned from previous
defeats, nominated conservative progold
New Yorker Alton Parker.

With little campaigning and no impor-
tant issues separating the parties, the
uneventful 1904 campaign ended with a
landslide of historical proportions. With-
out a Populist Party to turn to and with a
conservative easterner as the Democratic
nominee, Roosevelt swept the West.
Parker carried only the old Confederacy
plus Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mary-
land, winning 140 electoral votes to Roo-
sevelt’s 336. Roosevelt won 56.4 percent
of the popular vote, followed by Parker’s
37.6 percent, 3 percent for the Socialists,
and 1.9 percent for the Prohibitionists.
Roosevelt’s percentage of the popular
vote and his margin of victory were the
largest in history. Republicans won deci-
sively in Congress, with Republicans
now leading Democrats 250-136 in the
House and 58-32 in the Senate.

During his elected term, Roosevelt
came to the forefront of the growing Pro-
gressive movement sweeping the nation.
Unlike most political movements, the
Progressives were a wing of the Republi-
can Party and remained loyal with the
notable exceptions of 1912 and 1924. Pro-
gressives viewed the party leadership as
corrupt and beholden to wealthy inter-
ests. They sought to reform the party
using a variety of means, including the
direct primary, direct democracy (includ-

ing the initiative, the referendum, and
the recall), direct election of senators,
and nonpartisan elections in localities
dominated by a single party.

Although Roosevelt disparaged Muck-
rakers—journalists who exposed the
unpleasant underbelly of government
and industry—he co-opted their agenda,
sponsoring the Meat Inspection Act, Pure
Food and Drug Act, stricter regulation for
railroads and other big business, as well
as stronger conservation measures.

1908-1912: Roosevelt and Taft
Although Roosevelt decided not to run in
1908, he controlled the party machinery
and easily engineered the nomination of
his protégé, William Howard Taft, along
with a Progressive platform. The Demo-
crats, having seen the result of nominat-
ing a conservative easterner, went back
to Bryan for the third and final time, argu-
ing that he, not Taft, was the better stan-
dard-bearer for Progressive principles.
Although Bryan would soon be proved
right, Taft won easily, handing Bryan his
worst defeat, adding only Nebraska, Col-
orado, and Nevada to the states Parker
had won four years earlier.

Seen as a Roosevelt protégé—one joke
held that “Taft” stood for “takes advice
from Theodore”—Taft moved quickly to
claim the presidency for himself. He was
well positioned to do so, with a convinc-
ing victory and solid majorities in Con-
gress. But his desire to be his own man
led to disaster. Unwilling to maintain
Roosevelt’s coalition of Progressives and
conservative party regulars, he shifted
toward the regulars and by 1912 had
abandoned the Progressives altogether.

Meanwhile, Progressive Republicans
had toppled legendary leaders in the
House (Joe Cannon) and Senate (Nelson
Aldrich), a harbinger of coming intra-



party conflicts. A movement arose to
draft Roosevelt, who grew openly critical
of Taft, then attempted to use the new
party primaries to wrest the nomination
from him. From March to June 1912,
Roosevelt won nine primaries, Robert La
Follette two, and Taft only one. But Taft
controlled the party machinery and the
delegates. By the convention, the rivalry
was deeply personal; neither candidate
would back down or allow a compromise
candidate. Taft won, and Roosevelt and
the Progressives bolted the convention
and the party.

Although not a candidate, Bryan still
led his party’s Populist wing, and he was
determined that they would not nomi-
nate another Parker. The Democrats
nominated Bryan’s choice, Woodrow Wil-
son, on the forty-sixth ballot and passed a
platform stressing tariff reduction and
trust-busting. Taft largely stayed out of
the campaign, ensuring Roosevelt’s cen-
trality. Wilson merely had to appear as a
safe and reasonable choice.

With the Republican vote divided
among two candidates and two parties,
Wilson won an Electoral College land-
slide, with 40 states, 435 electoral votes,
and 41.8 percent of the popular vote,
along with comfortable majorities in the
Senate and House. Roosevelt followed
with 27.4 percent, six states, and 88 elec-
toral votes. Taft won only 23.2 percent
and carried only Vermont and Utah.
Eugene V. Debs received 6 percent, the
most a Socialist ticket would ever receive
in the United States.

Wilson’s Interregnum: War,

Peace, and Internationalism

After Europe exploded into war in July
1914, the issues that had divided the
country seemed unimportant. The “Great
War” and international affairs would
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define Wilson’s presidency and public
opinion during it. In the 1914 midterm
elections, Democrats padded their lead in
the Senate while giving up ground in the
House.

For 1916 the Democrats renominated
Wilson, adopting the slogan “He kept us
out of war,” while Republicans chided
Wilson for choosing neutrality over
national honor. Roosevelt had angered
too many Republican regulars to win
their nomination, but neither would he
accept the Progressive nomination. The
Republicans nominated a moderate pro-
gressive, Charles Evans Hughes, of New
York.

Despite the Democrats’ advantage in
international affairs, the Electoral Col-
lege still favored Republicans. Thus,
while Wilson led Hughes 49.2 percent to
46.1 percent and carried 30 states, he was
only one state away from losing the elec-
toral vote. Most Americans went to bed
on election night believing Hughes had
won, but Wilson’s 187-vote plurality in
California earned him a second term.
Interestingly, Wilson’s winning electoral
map was very similar to Bryan’s losing
map of 1896. Wilson was able to bring
back together the Democratic/Populist
base and cherry-pick just enough Repub-
lican states to eke out a victory. Mean-
while, Democrats held on to their leads
in the Senate and the House (the latter
just barely).

1920-1928: The

Republican Restoration

The Democratic interregnum would not
extend beyond Wilson’s second term,
however. Wilson hoped the 1920 election
would be a referendum on his vision of
humane internationalism embodied in
the League of Nations. With Teddy Roo-
sevelt’s death in 1919, conservative
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Republicans led by Henry Cabot Lodge
controlled the Republican convention.
The leader of Senate opposition to the
League, Lodge knew he was too contro-
versial, so he engineered the nomination
of conservative Warren Harding of Ohio,
along with the Massachusetts governor,
Calvin Coolidge, for vice president.

The Republican slogan “Return to
Normalcy” perfectly matched the public
mood; after years of attention to foreign
policy, most Americans wanted a focus
closer to home. The Democratic ticket of
James Cox and Franklin Roosevelt never
had a chance. Harding won 60 percent to
34 percent, a percentage margin of vic-
tory that remains the greatest landslide
in history. As for the Electoral College, if
1916 resembled 1896, then 1920 resem-
bled 1904—Cox won no state outside the
South. As an interesting aside, 1920 was
the first election that the Literary Digest
tried to predict through its straw poll (it
predicted Harding’s victory and contin-
ued to predict the winners, if not their
margins, correctly through 1932).

Rewriting the Constitution

The election of 1920 was notable for
more than just the return to Republican
dominance. The Nineteenth Amend-
ment was ratified in 1920 after decades-
long efforts of the suffragist movement,
making this the first national election in
which women could vote. Not since the
Bill of Rights have so many amendments
been ratified in such a short period, with
eleven new amendments from 1913 to
1971. The Sixteenth Amendment (1913)
allowed a federal income tax; the Seven-
teenth Amendment (1913) established
direct election of senators—both Progres-
sive victories. The Eighteenth Amend-
ment (1919) on prohibition resulted from
decades of activity by the temperance

movement—one of the major sociopoliti-
cal forces of the period.

The New Ku Klux Klan and

the Progressive Backlash

Republican dominance prevailed through
the 1920s. When Harding died of a heart
attack in August 1923, Coolidge quickly
became a popular president. Surviving
the Teapot Dome Scandal without taint,
Coolidge’s nomination in 1924 was never
in question.

The Democratic nomination was more
contentious, due largely to the resur-
gence of the Ku Klux Klan. Benefiting
from positive attention in the 1915 film
Birth of a Nation, and critical stories in
the New York World and congressional
investigations in 1921, Klan membership
soared. Focusing on small-town Protes-
tant values, along with large doses of
racism, anti-Semitism, anti-Catholicism,
and nativism, the new Klan by the mid-
1920s was a major social and political
force nationwide, boasting several gover-
nors and senators among their members.

The Klan movement straddled the par-
ties, with Klansmen siding with Republi-
cans in the North and West and with
Democrats in the South. But it was the
Democrats who would be torn apart in
1924, divided between their Protestant
rural base and their increasingly Catholic
and Jewish urban base. When delegates
backing New York’s Catholic governor,
Al Smith, proposed a resolution con-
demning the Klan, the Klan had enough
support to block it by a single vote. They
were also able to delay the nomination
until an alternative to Smith—Wall
Street lawyer John Davis—could be
selected on the 103rd ballot on the ninth
day of balloting. (A longer-term success
of the Klan was the passage in 1924 of the
National Origins Act, the most restric-



tive immigration law in the country’s
history, which remained in effect until
1965.)

Disillusioned by a choice between two
eastern conservatives, the Progressive
Party reformulated itself, nominating La
Follette, with hopes of winning enough
states to throw the election into the
House of Representatives. But Coolidge
still got 54 percent of the popular vote;
“Fighting Bob” won only his home state
of Wisconsin while coming in second in
11 other states. Like Parker and Cox,
Davis won no state outside the South.

1928: The Great Engineer
and the Happy Warrior
By the time of its infamous 1925 parade
down Pennsylvania Avenue, the Klan was
already in decline; by 1928 it had disinte-
grated due to revelations of corruption
and its volatile mix of moralism and vio-
lence. Even the nomination of “Happy
Warrior” Al Smith as Democratic stan-
dard-bearer could not remobilize them.
Secretary of Commerce Herbert
Hoover was the consensus Republican
nominee. Republicans already had an
edge because of eight years of prosperity
and Hoover’s reputation as the “Great
Engineer” and as a humanitarian. Smith’s
nomination split the Democratic Party
in a number of ways. Smith’s urban,
“wet,” Catholic background offended
much of the Democrats’ rural following,
especially in comparison with Hoover’s
Iowa Quaker roots. Smith’s Catholicism
hurt him more: with detractors warning
of “Rum, Romanism, and Ruin,” Hoover
carried six states in the South, the first
time a Republican nominee had done so
since Reconstruction. The Republican
potential in the South would take
another generation to bear fruit, but the
Democratic Party was beginning to

Depression-Era Elections: 1930-1940 101

establish a new base among urban immi-
grant and “ethnic” voters, which would
prove important much sooner.

Joel David Bloom
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Depression-Era

Elections: 1930-1940

Public opinion and elections during the
1930s focused overwhelmingly on three
issues: the Great Depression; Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, his policies, and his
personality; and the political upheavals,
followed by war, in Europe. This period
also witnessed the development of scien-
tific polling, enabling government offi-
cials and the public to obtain, to an
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extent previously unimaginable, reliable
estimates on the views of the public at
large on a variety of issues. I include
examples of early Gallup polls through-
out this entry, where applicable.

The Collapse of the System of 1896
Like the post-Civil War party system
that preceded it, the “system of 1896”
was brought down by a major economic
depression. No one could have predicted
in 1928 or early 1929 that the end of
Republican political dominance was
imminent. Herbert Hoover beat Demo-
crat Al Smith by a landslide in both the
popular vote and the Electoral College.
But when the stock market crashed on
Black Tuesday—October 29, 1929—and
the economy went into depression
shortly thereafter, everything changed.

Neither before nor since has an elec-
toral realignment replaced one dominant
party with another so quickly and deci-
sively. Most previous critical elections
were close races (e.g., 1800, 1860, and
1896) and all (adding in 1828) followed
periods of close electoral competition,
not dominance by another party.

The realignment of 1932 was different.
In 1928, Hoover had defeated Democrat
Al Smith 58 percent to 41 percent; four
years later he received less than 40 per-
cent of the vote; Smith’s former protégé,
now nemesis, Franklin Roosevelt, re-

ceived 57 percent (see Table 1). This 35
percent net shift from a 17 percent mar-
gin of victory to an 18 percent margin of
defeat remains the biggest single-election
shift in U.S. history. The Electoral Col-
lege vote shift was even more striking:
Hoover beat Smith 444 to 87, then lost to
Roosevelt 472 to 59.

A similar shift occurred in Congress,
but over two elections during the same
period. After the elections of 1928,
Republicans controlled both houses of
Congress convincingly—267-168 in the
House and 56-40 in the Senate (see Table
2). The midterm election of 1930 resulted
in a razor-thin Democratic edge in the
House—221-214; meanwhile, the Senate
was in a virtual tie, with 48 seats each
(counting Minnesota Farmer-Laborites
with the Democrats).

In 1932, the Democrats sealed the deal.
The same election that provided Roo-
sevelt with his landslide victory in-
creased his party’s margin in the House
to nearly 3:1 (318-117) and swept them
into control over the Senate (56-40). By
1936, the collapse of the Republican
Party was so complete that some won-
dered whether it would go the way of the
Whigs in the 1850s. Roosevelt bested Alf
Landon by 24 percent, with the latter
claiming only Maine’s and Vermont'’s
eight electoral votes. At the congres-
sional level, Republicans were down to

Table 1 Popular Vote for President, 1928-1940

Year Republican Democrat Socialist Communist Union Other
1928 58.20 40.77 0.72 0.13 NA 0.17
1932 39.64 57.42 2.22 0.26 NA 0.45
1936 36.54 60.79 0.41 0.17 1.96 0.13
1940 44.82, 54.70 0.23 0.01 NA 0.24

Source: Presidential Elections since 1789, 3rd ed. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly

Press, 1983.
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Table 2 Electoral Vote for President, 1928-1940

Year Republican Democrat
1928 444 87
1932 59 472
1936 8 523
1940 82 449

Source: Presidential Elections since 1789, 3rd ed. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly

Press, 1983.

89 seats (20 percent) in the House and 16
seats in the 96-member Senate. One
humorist wrote, “If the outcome of this
election hasn’t taught you Republicans
not to meddle in politics, I don’t know
what will” (Boller 1996, p. 249).

Rumblings of Realignment:

The 1920s as Prologue

The realignment did not occur in a vac-
uum—events during the previous decade
served as important prologues. The
Republican Party’s abandonment of its
progressive wing during the 1920s was
centrally important. During the 1920s,
progressive and reformist activists and
voters aligned themselves with either
Democrats or Republicans, depending on
the state. But nationally the Republican
Party was controlled by the same conser-
vative, eastern probusiness elements that
had run the party since the 1890s, with
the notable exception of the Teddy Roo-
sevelt years.

Democrats at the national level alter-
nated between progressives and conserva-
tives, nominating a moderate progressive
in 1920, then the legal counsel to J. P.
Morgan four years later. The fact that
both major parties nominated conserva-
tives in 1924 opened the door for the Pro-
gressive Party to reconstitute itself
around Wisconsin’s Robert La Follette and
run its own ticket for the White House.

Although La Follette carried only his
home state, he ran second in a solid
swath of 11 states, including Minnesota
and Towa all the way to the Pacific, plus
California and Nevada, frequently beat-
ing Davis and the Democrats by large
margins. But La Follette’s death in 1925
took the steam out of the movement and
saved the Democrats from the prospect
of having to compete for major party sta-
tus in large parts of the country (a status
it would indeed lose in Minnesota to the
Farmer-Labor Party in the 1930s).

La Follette’s death, combined with
Republican refusal through three admin-
istrations to address an economic depres-
sion in the farming sector that had
started in the early 1920s, provided
Democrats with an opportunity to regain
the allegiance of farmers that they had
held briefly under Bryan. This might well
have happened in 1928, but Al Smith, a
“wet” Catholic New Yorker, was the
wrong person to lure farmers back into
the fold. Although he was progressive,
fear of his Catholicism and distaste for
his Tammany Hall roots forced him to
send enough messages of moderation
that voters from farm states saw him as
little different from Hoover on farm
issues.

Even so, while Hoover soundly
defeated Smith outside the South and
New England, the Democratic ticket
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made significant gains in farm states.
Smith also helped the Democratic Party
make important gains in urban areas of
the Northeast, especially among blacks,
Jews, Catholics, and other “white eth-
nic” populations that would become core
components of the New Deal coalition in
the 1930s.

The Landslide of 1932

Hoover was a moderate conservative
who believed that the Great Depression,
like previous depressions, was a tempo-
rary problem, likely to last a few years
and then turn around. Like presidents
during previous economic panics (most
recently Grover Cleveland), he was
unwilling to compromise his basic polit-
ical philosophy to solve a problem that
he had every reason to believe would
soon correct itself.

Hoover’s most visible response to the
Depression was to create the Reconstruc-
tion Finance Corporation (RFC) to lend
money to “established industries, rail-
ways, and financial institutions ... [to]
protect the credit structure and stimulate
employment . . . [and to] strengthen con-
fidence”; as for direct relief, however,
Hoover was “opposed to any direct or
indirect Government dole” (Sundquist
1983, pp. 202-203).

So ingrained was Hoover’s opposition
to direct assistance that, when 20,000
World War I veterans marched on Wash-
ington as the Bonus Expeditionary Force
demanding the early payment of their
veterans’ bonuses (due in 1945), Hoover
called in the Army. Led by General Doug-
las MacArthur, soldiers in tanks used
tear gas to disperse the bonus marchers
and drive them out of town, an event that
took on great symbolic force as an indi-
cation of Hoover’s apparent indifference
to the nation’s economic plight. (In con-

trast, when the marchers returned the
next year, they were met by Eleanor Roo-
sevelt and plentiful coffee.)

Although many Democrats supported
this stance, an interventionist opposition
was beginning to find a voice in that
party. Speaking against the RFC, George
Huddleston (D-AL) lamented the injus-
tice of loaning money to industries while
avoiding direct aid: “To these interests he
would open the Treasury, but to starving
men, women and children he would not
give a red cent” (Sundquist 1983, pp.
202-203). Prior to the 1932 election,
however, opposition to Hoover’s policies
was based on a coalition of congressional
progressives in both parties.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was well
positioned to run as a moderate progres-
sive. In his taboo-breaking acceptance
speech at the Democratic National Con-
vention, he orated: “I pledge you, I pledge
myself, to a new deal for the American
people” (Boller 1996, p. 233) and the term
stuck. Although he spoke broadly about
the “forgotten man” and the need to
attack the crisis “from the bottom up and
not from the top down,” his views were
similar to Hoover’s on many issues. He
viewed public relief as a state and local
issue and ran on a platform of balanced
budgets. But his willingness to experi-
ment was an important difference with
the reluctant Hoover: “Take a method
and try it; if it fails, admit it frankly, and
try another. But above all, try something”
(Sundquist 1983, p. 209). Roosevelt did
not present specific proposals during the
campaign, but his victory was assured by
a 24 percent unemployment rate and the
lack of a serious third-party effort that
might have split opposition votes.

Roosevelt’s victory over Hoover was
monumental. Hoover carried only six
states in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic
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and was swamped in both the popular members. Taken together, these groups
and the Electoral College vote. came to be known as the New Deal coali-
tion. Overall Democratic support grew in
The Rise of the New Deal Coalition all areas and among all groups during the
The Great Depression presented Demo- early 1930s, although not nearly as
crats with the opportunity to win an elec- strongly as in the above areas. A certain
tion or two. But it was up to Roosevelt level of offsetting defections among con-
and his party to ensure that 1932 was not servative Democrats to the Republican
just another deviating election, like Wil- Party also occurred, especially in rural
son’s victories in 1912 and 1916. The white Protestant areas.
events of the 1920s had laid the ground-
work for a long-term coalition of farmers, 1934-1938: Consolidating
eastern immigrants, and laborers, with the Realignment
the party’s stalwart core of southern Despite continued economic stagnation,
whites. The genteel, Protestant Roosevelt Roosevelt’s commitment to innovation
was far better positioned to carry this off was clear and his positive outlook was
than Smith had been. infectious. Voters responded to Roo-
And carry it off he did. During the sevelt’s leadership and personality, as
1930s the Democratic Party increased its well as to the activist approach of con-
support dramatically in northern urban gressional Democrats to Roosevelt’s left.
areas in general, and even more strongly As a result, Democratic strength contin-
in urban areas with large Catholic and ued to grow through the election of
immigrant populations. The shift in voter 1936, reaching 337 seats in the House
loyalties also had a class basis, with and 78 in the Senate—the highest num-
Democratic strength skyrocketing among bers ever in absolute terms, and the
unskilled and semiskilled workers, lower- highest percentage figures since the
and working-class voters, and union James Monroe administration in the

Table 3 House and Senate Partisan Alignments, 1929-1941

House Senate
Year Republican Democrat Other Republican Democrat  Other
1929-30 267 168 0 56 40 0
1931-32 214 221 0 48 48 0
1933-34 117 318 0 36 60 0
1935-36 103 324 8 25 70 1
1937-38 89 337 9 16 78 2
1939-40 169 263 3 23 71 2
1941-42 162 268 5 28 66 2

Source, House: “Political Divisions of the House of Representatives (1789 to Present),” (http://
clerk.house.gov/histHigh/Congressional_History/partyDiv.php); Senate: “Party Division in the
Senate, 1789-Present,” (http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/history/one_item_and_teasers/
partydiv.htm); Minnesota Farmer-Labor members counted as Democrats: “United States Repre-
sentatives,” (http://www.minnesotapolitics.net/USCongress/MNUSReps.htm).
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1820s. Roosevelt’s own reelection was
also of historic proportions.

Discussing the 1936 campaign, Roo-
sevelt stated, “There’s one issue in this
campaign. It’s myself, and people must
be either for me or against me” (Boller
1996, p. 240). With the nation’s industrial
and financial classes and newspaper edi-
tors lined up in scathing opposition, this
was assured. Roosevelt’s opponent, pro-
gressive Kansas governor Alf Landon,
actually backed much of the New Deal
program, making it difficult for him to
make a strong case for a switch. The 1936
campaign was probably most notable for
the Literary Digest poll that predicted a
Landon victory by a landslide, while
George Gallup, Elmo Roper, and a few
other pioneers of scientific polling cor-
rectly predicted a Roosevelt victory.

Democratic representation in Congress
fell substantially after the 1938 midterm
elections—no party could remain long at
the giddy heights of 1936 in the absence
of the complete collapse of the opposi-
tion party, but their strength still
remained at very solid levels.

Fascism Abroad, Demagogues at Home
As the Great Depression wore on through
the early and mid-1930s with little im-
provement, some Americans began to
look at other governing models with ad-
miration. Starting with Benito Mussolini
in Ttaly (1922), Adolf Hitler in Germany
(1933), then Francisco Franco in Spain
(1936-1937), fascist dictatorships seemed
to restore national pride, optimism, and
even economic growth. Although these
gains came at great cost to life and liberty,
some Americans found fascism’s effi-
ciency and structure attractive during
these dark times.

Although admirers of Hitler and other
European dictators were always a small

minority, prominent Americans like
Charles Lindbergh and Henry Ford
admired Hitler and extolled his virtues
throughout the 1930s. (Ford’s anti-
Semitic newspaper columns, published
as The International Jew in 1922, both
influenced Nazi philosophy and helped
convince Hitler that Americans would
tolerate his Final Solution.)

Many demoralized Americans were
drawn by the populist messages of dema-
gogues such as Louisiana governor Huey
Long, California physician Francis Town-
shend, and Michigan radio priest Father
Charles Coughlin, among others. Ini-
tially an ardent supporter, Coughlin
turned on “Franklin Double-Crossing
Roosevelt” in 1936, joining the Union
Party effort to unseat him. At the height
of his popularity Coughlin’s increasingly
paranoid, strident, and bigoted weekly
radio “sermons” drew audiences esti-
mated at 45 million. By 1939 he had
alienated many of his listeners (now esti-
mated at “only” 15 million), and by 1940
the Catholic Church reassigned Cough-
lin to congregational duties.

Roosevelt’s Court-Packing

Scheme and the Switch in Time

During Roosevelt’s first term, the U.S.
Supreme Court struck down major New
Deal programs like the minimum wage
and the National Industrial Recovery
Act. Emboldened by the landslide victo-
ries of 1936, Roosevelt proposed in Feb-
ruary 1937 what came to be derided as
his court-packing scheme, allowing the
president to appoint an additional justice
to the Supreme Court for each sitting jus-
tice who had not retired within six
months of his seventieth birthday. This
would have resulted in six new appoint-
ments, providing a comfortable margin
for New Deal legislation. Critics saw



through Roosevelt’s justification that the
Court was overworked and attacked it as
an assault on judicial independence and
supremacy.

In March 1937 the Court upheld a min-
imum wage for women in West Coast
Hotel v. Parrish; in April it upheld the
National Labor Relations Act, complet-
ing a broad retreat from stringent judicial
scrutiny of labor regulations. This appar-
ent reversal came to be known as the
switch in time that saved nine—that is,
nine justices. With the retreat and the
resignation of stalwart anti-New Deal
justice Willis Van Devanter, the plan lost
steam rapidly: a May 12 Gallup poll
showed only 31 percent support (down
from 47 percent in February), and the
Senate Judiciary Committee killed it.

Although the timing of the reversal
was suspicious, and conventional wis-
dom attributes it to Roosevelt’s plan, cur-
rent scholarship suggests two alternative
explanations. Some see a more gradual
process of doctrinal change based on
shifting understandings of work and
workers. Others point to Congress’s more
careful drafting of legislation along lines
suggested by the Court. In any case, the
justices were aware of the public hostil-
ity toward their rulings and likely had
concerns about the continuing legiti-
macy and authority of their institution.

1940: A Third Term and a War
The 1940 presidential race was domi-
nated by the war in Europe, which began
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in 1939, and by Roosevelt’s decision to
run for a third term, breaking a tradition
that had stood since Washington. But
when Hitler’s blitzkrieg overran the Low
Countries in May 1940, Roosevelt’s mind
was set, and a well-engineered “draft”
was arranged for the Democratic conven-
tion. Although Roosevelt’s popularity
was still considerable, and most voters
understood his belief that the country
should not “change horses in mid-
stream” during times of crisis, he was
not immune to the shock that the third
term itself engendered.

Gallup polls demonstrated public am-
bivalence on the matter. Asked whether
they “favor a third term for Roosevelt,”
between 63 percent and 77 percent
replied that they did not in several polls
between December 1936 and May 1939
(see Table 4). Yet through 1938, substan-
tial majorities expressed an intention of
voting for Roosevelt despite misgivings.
When Roosevelt’s support really did drop
in 1939, it was due to a variety of issues,
including the continuing Depression and
his heavy-handed approach to political
opponents related to the court-packing
scheme.

Extensive polling by George Gallup’s
American Institute of Public Opinion for
the first time showed the dynamics of
shifts in levels of Roosevelt’s support and
the issue bases of that support. Wendell
Willkie, the Republican businessman
who had beaten out Robert Taft and
Thomas Dewey for the Republican nom-

Table 4 Percent Opposing a Third Term for Roosevelt, 1936-1939

Date 12/36 7187 6/38 8/38 2/39 5/39

Oppose 3rd Term 70% 63% 70% 69% 69% 77 %

Source: American Institute of Public Opinion (Gallup), Public Opinion Quarterly (various).
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Table 5 Percent Who Would Vote for Roosevelt, 1937-1940

1937 1938 1939

1940

Jun. Nov. Mar. May May Aug Oct. Jan. May Aug. Sep. Oct. Nov.

Vote 60% 63% 58% 55% 33% 40%

for FDR

43% 46% 57% 51% 51% 55% 52%

Source: American Institute of Public Opinion (Gallup), Public Opinion Quarterly (various).

ination, did his best to make an issue of
the third term but got little traction. He
did a bit better with the war. Roosevelt
had signed the Lend-Lease deal with
Britain in September 1940; along with
Roosevelt’s preparedness agenda, Willkie
claimed this showed an intent to take the
United States into war. Roosevelt denied
this allegation, but the issue hurt him
with some voters.

However, the war helped Roosevelt,
too. An August 1940 Gallup poll showed
62 percent support for selling destroyers
to England, and surveys leading up to the
election consistently showed support for
additional assistance. In addition, in the
middle of 1940, when the war began
going poorly for the Allies, Roosevelt’s
support began to increase. As Americans
woke up to the possibility of German
victory, Gallup respondents consistently
expressed the importance of a steady
hand at the helm, presenting a huge chal-
lenge for the novice Willkie. Willkie was
not even helped by widespread opposi-
tion to entering the war, as Gallup
respondents consistently felt that the
likelihood of entering the war was the
same regardless of who won the election.

By a large number of measures, Ameri-
cans’ acceptance of the necessity of
involvement in the war was becoming
clear. The once-unpopular draft suddenly
became an obvious necessity, with sup-

port increasing from 37 percent in 1938
to 67 percent in July 1940. Nonetheless,
hostility toward the third term, the con-
tinuing Depression, fear of war, and
Willkie’s fresh face and ebullient person-
ality kept it close—Gallup polls showed
the race at 51 percent-49 percent as late
as August, and Roosevelt’s victory was
by no means a foregone conclusion.

In the end, Roosevelt still won con-
vincingly—while his 10-point margin of
victory in the popular vote and 442-89
edge in the Electoral College were sub-
stantial reductions from his previous vic-
tories, they were huge comebacks from
his unpopularity in 1939. Meanwhile,
Democrats held on to roughly two-thirds
majorities in both houses of Congress.
The decade ended with the U.S. public
appreciative of Roosevelt’s largely unsuc-
cessful economic efforts, looking to him
for leadership at a time of war and uncer-
tainty. By this point there was little
doubt that a true sea change, or party
realignment, had occurred in U.S. poli-
tics. By 1940 Roosevelt had re-created
the federal government in an activist and
nationalist image that would endure for
decades.

Joel David Bloom
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World War II-Era

Elections: 1942-1958

The U.S. elections from 1942 to 1958
helped set the electoral contexts for the
second half of the twentieth century. As
the Soviet Union forced most of Eastern
Europe into its empire, it shifted from
wartime ally to postwar antagonist. The
fall of China to communist control in
1949 only increased the specter that rev-
olutionary communism posed a grave
threat to Western democracies. This
entry concentrates on the foreign policies
that shaped these elections.

The 1942 Congressional Election

The party winning the presidency usu-
ally gains seats in the House and Senate
in the presidential election and then
loses seats in the following midterm con-
gressional elections. This surge-decline
pattern held true in the 1940 and 1942
elections to the House of Representa-
tives. In President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s reelection in 1940, the Demo-
crats gained five seats in the House,
giving them a 105-seat edge over the
Republicans. In 1942, the Democrats lost
45 seats in the House, although they re-
tained a comfortable majority. Following
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their overwhelming 75-17 edge over the
Republicans established in the 1936 elec-
tions, the Senate Democrats lost six,
three, and nine seats in the 1938, 1940,
and 1942 elections, respectively, while
still retaining a 57 to 38-seat lead over
the Republicans after 1942.

The 1944 Presidential Election
President Roosevelt’s average approval
rating in the polls had grown steadily
from 59 percent in 1939 to 76 percent in
1942 as Americans accepted his leader-
ship of the war effort after Pearl Harbor.
(This and subsequent approval ratings
exclude those with no opinion.) The
Democratic strategy in 1944 was to make
the reelection of Roosevelt appear indis-
pensable to winning the war and prepar-
ing for the peace. The end of the war in
Europe was in sight by 1944. Supreme
Commander Dwight D. Eisenhower led
the Allied landing at Normandy in June.
Italy had formally surrendered in Sep-
tember 1943, and U.S. and British forces
succeeded in retaking Rome in June 1944
and Paris in August. However, the final
victory over Germany did not come until
May 1945. In November 1944, Roosevelt
was still seen as critical to the U.S. war
effort.

Although Roosevelt’s health was fail-
ing rapidly, he was able to present him-
self to the public as a forceful and capable
leader. The war strategy was working,
and plans for a postwar international
organization that would become the
United Nations (UN) were taking shape.
Representatives of Britain, China, the
Soviet Union, and the United States met
in August at Dumbarton Oaks in Wash-
ington, D.C., to discuss the initial pro-
posals. Thomas Dewey, who won the
Republican nomination for president, did
not want to revive memories of Republi-

can opposition to the League of Nations
after World War I, and he promised that
his campaign would not make U.S. par-
ticipation in an international organiza-
tion a partisan issue in the campaign.

The war in Europe did create political
problems within the Democrat’s ethnic
coalition. When Germany invaded
Poland in September 1939, the Soviet
army had occupied a large section of east-
ern Poland, which the Soviet Union had
lost after World War 1. Polish American
organizations voiced support of the pre-
war boundary. Roosevelt gave vague
assurances that the United States would
give “moral support” to the Polish gov-
ernment in negotiations with the Soviet
Union, which was sufficient to neutral-
ize the boundary issue among Polish
American leaders, despite the fact that
the Poles were losing 300,000 soldiers in
a futile uprising in Warsaw against the
German army in August 1944.

Roosevelt also managed to avoid a
potential schism among Jewish Demo-
crats over Jewish immigration to Pales-
tine. Britain set an annual limit on Jewish
immigration for five years, with no more
immigration after April 1944. A proposed
congressional resolution in 1944 calling
for free immigration into Palestine pres-
sured Roosevelt to provide whatever
assurances he could to Jewish leaders,
short of violating a pledge that the status
of Palestine would not be altered without
consultation with both Arabs and Jews.
Roosevelt said that he had not approved
the British policy and authorized Jewish
leaders to say, “When future decisions are
reached full justice will be done to those
who seek a Jewish national home.” Roo-
sevelt thus defused this issue for the
duration of the campaign.

Roosevelt defeated Dewey 53 percent
to 45 percent, the narrowest of the presi-



dent’s four victories. With many soldiers
overseas, turnout, at 56 percent, was 6
percentage points lower than 1940. The
Democrats regained 21 seats in the
House of Representatives and main-
tained their Senate majority at 58 seats.
Roosevelt would die in April, just four
months into his fourth term. Vice Presi-
dent Harry S. Truman would become
president.

The 1946 Congressional Election

With the demobilization of U.S. troops
following Japan’s surrender on August 10,
1945, the 1946 election would be fought
primarily on domestic issues. The Repub-
lican Party gained 56 House seats and 13
Senate seats, winning control of both
chambers. An assertive Republican con-
gressional leadership tried to dominate
the national policy agenda, and Truman
adopted an oppositional veto strategy.
Truman would campaign against the
Republican Congress in the 1948 election,
labeling it the “Do Nothing” Congress.

The 1948 Election

The 1948 election turned on domestic
issues. Samuel Lubell contended that
economic and farm issues led German
American isolationists to return to the
Democratic camp, which they had aban-
doned in 1940. Domestically, the Repub-
lican Congress’s passage of the Taft-Hart-
ley Act in 1947 over President Truman’s
veto authorized presidents to intervene
in collective bargaining disputes by im-
posing back-to-work orders and manda-
tory cooling-off periods. Labor unions
called Taft-Hartley the “slave labor act.”
Its passage gave unions a powerful incen-
tive to get out the vote for Truman’s
reelection. Truman’s whistle-stop rail-
road campaign helped bring Democrats
back to their partisan moorings, and Tru-
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man support gained rapidly at the end of
the campaign, after pollsters had ceased
surveying the public.

Bipartisan Foreign Policy

and the “Water’s Edge”

Once the national party conventions
nominated President Truman and New
York governor Thomas E. Dewey as the
Democratic and Republican presidential
candidates, Truman and Dewey both
pledged to continue the bipartisan foreign
policy that marked the 1944 election. In
accepting the Democratic nomination,
President Truman stated, “Partisanship
should stop at the water’s edge; and I shall
continue to preach that through this
whole campaign.”

Dewey’s commitment to bipartisan-
ship in the 1948 campaign strategy was
based on early polls that showed him
with a seemingly insurmountable lead
over Truman. Anticipating victory,
Dewey wished to campaign as president-
elect and enjoy full latitude in policy
options in his coming administration.

Although Dewey’s bipartisan foreign
policy strategy accounts for the minor
role that foreign issues played in the 1948
election, no previous U.S. election was
preceded by as many important interna-
tional crises and longer-term interna-
tional developments. As the Iron Curtain
closed around the states of Eastern
Europe, officials in the U.S. government
worked toward a bipartisan plan to com-
bat the expansion of communism. In
March 1947, Truman proposed the Tru-
man Doctrine, which called for $400 mil-
lion in economic and military assistance
to Turkey and Greece. Arrangements for
the Marshall Plan were initiated in June
1947 to support the economic recovery of
Western Furope. Public attitudes toward
the Soviet Union hardened rapidly. Large
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majorities supported the anti-Soviet con-
tainment policy exemplified by the Tru-
man Doctrine.

Other foreign crises threatened to influ-
ence the 1948 election. When Czecho-
slovakia came under Communist Party
control in spring 1948, former secretary of
state James Byrnes warned that hostilities
might break out in Eastern Europe within
four weeks. The fear of war increased
when, on June 23, the Soviet Union cut all
transportation links to Berlin in response
to the plans of the United States, Britain,
and France to unify their occupation
zones and to permit the formation of an
independent West German government.
President Truman implemented a full-
scale airlift of supplies into Berlin to
counter the Soviet blockade, something
that Dewey supported.

The Truman administration was itself
divided on the recognition of Israel as a
state. Many in the Departments of State
and Defense challenged Truman’s prefer-
ence for a policy endorsing the partition
of Palestine and the creation of a Jewish
state. Eleven minutes after Israel pro-
claimed its existence at midnight, May
15, 1948, Truman announced U.S. recog-
nition of Israel as “the de facto authority
of the new State of Israel.” Both the
Democratic and the Republican Party
platforms endorsed the administration’s
policy.

The possible infiltration of the U.S.
government by domestic Communists
became a potentially important campaign
issue in the summer. Whittaker Cham-
bers, a self-confessed former Communist,
testified at congressional hearings that he
had been connected to a ring that sought
to infiltrate government agencies and
that Alger Hiss, a former high-level offi-
cial in the State Department, had passed
government secrets to the Soviets in the

1930s. President Truman avoided vulner-
ability on this issue by attacking the Pro-
gressive Party candidate, Henry Wallace,
for that party’s alleged ties to the Com-
munist Party. Dewey chose not to exploit
the charges of communist influence in
the government.

Because Dewey did not criticize Tru-
man on foreign policy, domestic issues
divided Truman and Dewey voters more
than did foreign policy. Truman voters
were more likely than Dewey voters to
oppose the Taft-Hartley Act and to sup-
port rent and price controls. Truman’s
victory, then, is attributable to the fact
that he successfully linked his party and
his policies to the continuing popularity
of the New Deal.

Strom Thurmond’s anti-civil rights
campaign did win four southern states
and 39 electoral votes. However, with
Truman’s unexpectedly large margin over
Dewey outside the South, Truman over-
came the defection of Thurmond’s states
rights wing of the Democratic Party.

The Truman sweep carried over to
Congress. As the surge-decline hypothe-
sis predicts, the Democrats also gained
75 House seats and 9 Senate seats. The
Democrats thus comfortably regained
control of both chambers, which they
had lost in the 1946 Republican tide.

The Congressional Elections of 1950

In the midterm congressional elections
of 1950, the Democrats lost 29 seats in
the House of Representatives but
retained control. In the Senate, the
Democrats lost six seats, emerging with a
narrow margin of 48-47, with one inde-
pendent. The fall of the Nationalist
(Kuomintang) regime in China, the out-
break of the Korean War, and the Senate
hearings conducted by Senator Joseph
McCarthy together formed much of the



foreign policy context for the 1950 and
1952 elections. The military collapse of
Nationalist China began in Manchuria in
September 1948. The Nationalists aban-
doned the mainland to Mao Tse-tung’s
communist insurgency and established a
temporary capital on Formosa (Taiwan)
on December 8, 1949, precipitating a sub-
sequent partisan controversy over “who
lost China.”

In June 1950, North Korea invaded
South Korea, prompting the United States
to mount a defense of South Korea under
the terms of a United Nations mandate.
U.S. general Douglas MacArthur led a
landing force at Inchon on September 15,
1950. MacArthur subsequently ordered
his troops to cross the 38th Parallel divid-
ing North and South Korea. On October
4, the Chinese communist regime
entered the war in defense of North
Korea. The conflict soon developed into a
military stalemate. Charging that Gen-
eral MacArthur had publicly questioned
administration policies in the Far East,
President Truman relieved him of com-
mand on April 11, 1951.

In February 1950, Senator McCarthy
began quoting figures on the number of
Communists and “communist sympa-
thizers” in the State Department, charges
that seemed to take on more credibility
with the conviction of Alger Hiss on
charges of perjury. The Senate Foreign
Relations Committee convened an inves-
tigation of McCarthy’s charges in March
1950, giving McCarthy a platform for his
allegations. In both 1950 and 1952,
Republicans attacked Democrats with
the slogan “Korea, Communism, and
Corruption.”

The 1952 Presidential Election
The public’s impatience over the military
stalemate in Korea contributed to a sharp
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decline in Truman’s approval rating from
80 percent in January 1949 to a low of 28
percent in November 1951. Truman re-
solved early in 1951 not to run for reelec-
tion, though he allowed his name to be
entered in the New Hampshire primary
to help derail the candidacy of Senator
Estes Kefauver. Dwight Eisenhower sub-
sequently declared himself a Republican
and successfully gained the nomination
for president, defeating Senator Robert
Taft of Ohio. The Democrats nominated
Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois.

Stevenson depicted the Korean conflict
as a just fight against tyranny. Eisen-
hower, however, contended that the war
could have been avoided by ordinary fore-
sight and prudence. Republicans also
charged that Truman’s determination not
to force North Korean prisoners of war
(POWs) to return home unwillingly
delayed an armistice agreement and pro-
longed the unpopular conflict. Stevenson
vowed never to force POWs to return to
their communist homelands. Eisenhower
concurred that no prisoners would be
repatriated by force, but he pledged a fair
and humane settlement of the POW
issue. Eisenhower also said that the
South Korean army should be trained and
equipped to take the place of U.S. sol-
diers, a view the public came increas-
ingly to favor during the campaign.

Policy and Performance

Issues in 1952

Political scientists distinguish between
“policy” and “performance” issues in
elections. On policy issues, voters take
opposing positions, pro and con, and sup-
port the candidate who is closest to their
own policy views. On performance
issues, most voters share a desired goal
and vote for the candidate whom they
view as more likely to achieve it.
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By November 1952, a narrow majority
of voters believed that the United States
had made a mistake in going to war in
Korea. Most voters wanted an honorable
peace, but neither an escalation of the
war nor its indefinite continuation.
Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Com-
mander who had brought victory in
World War II, made his famous declara-
tion on October 24, 1952, “This adminis-
tration cannot be expected to repair what
it failed to prevent,” pledging, “I will go
to Korea.” Eisenhower did not have to
tell voters how he might achieve an hon-
orable peace. The public’s confidence
that Eisenhower would conclude this un-
popular war was central to his comfort-
able victory.

The debate over “who lost China”
constituted a second performance judg-
ment aiding Eisenhower. Seventy-five
percent of those who blamed the U.S.
government for the communist takeover
of China voted for Eisenhower, compared
with 46 percent of those who did not
view U.S. actions as responsible.

Longer-term domestic position issues
continued to divide voters along partisan
lines. Those who approved of a strong
federal role in unemployment, education,
and housing supported Stevenson. Those
who opposed a strong federal role voted
for Eisenhower. Similarly, a strong major-
ity who advocated either the repeal or
revision of Taft-Hartley voted for Steven-
son, whereas an equally large majority of
those who supported Taft-Hartley voted
for Eisenhower.

The attractiveness of the two major
party candidates, Eisenhower in particu-
lar, drew almost 64 percent of the voting-
age population to the polls. Voting
turnout in 1952 was the highest since the
advent of women’s suffrage in the 1920

election and 10 percentage points higher
than in 1948. Eisenhower handily de-
feated Stevenson by a margin of 55 per-
cent to 44 percent.

The 1952 and 1954
Congressional Elections
With the surge both in turnout and in
support for Eisenhower in 1952, the
Republicans gained 22 seats in the House
of Representatives, sufficient to wrest
control from the Democrats. The Repub-
licans gained only one seat in the Senate,
but this was enough to seize control of
the Senate as well. Eisenhower’s election
was more a personal than a party victory,
but his coattails proved just long enough
to ensure a Republican House and Senate.
In the 1954 midterm elections, Repub-
licans continued to allege that Demo-
crats were indifferent to domestic sub-
version. Nonetheless, the Democrats
gained 19 House seats and one Senate
seat. The Republicans would not again
control the House of Representatives
until the 1994 election.

The Presidential Election of 1956
Omitting those with no opinion, Eisen-
hower’s presidential approval rating
began at 91 percent in January 1953 and
never fell below 70 percent during his
first term. His popularity and his leader-
ship in the foreign crises that would arise
during the heat of the 1956 campaign
ensured that the election would be
fought to his strengths. All of his major
campaign speeches concentrated on for-
eign affairs.

Adlai Stevenson, whom the Democrats
again nominated to run against Eisen-
hower, knew that any effort to appeal to
voters on foreign policy would pit his
ideas against Eisenhower’s greater credi-



bility. Even so, in nearly every speech he
spoke of foreign affairs, usually suggest-
ing that the Republicans were losing the
Cold War through a policy of drift.

The 1956 campaign debate over the
future of Europe and East-West relations
was framed by the events leading up to
the Geneva Conference in July 1955.
Great Britain developed a formula for the
Western recognition of West Germany
and for the rearming of its military forces,
which were incorporated into the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
The Soviets responded with the creation
of the Warsaw Pact in early 1955.

Large majorities of Americans favored
NATO and its principle of collective
security. The percentage stating that the
number of U.S. troops stationed in
Europe was either “about right” or that
“more should be sent” did not fall below
80 percent in any of the National Opin-
ion Research Center (NORC) surveys
from November 1953 to December 1956.

In Europe, however, the division of
Europe into the two political and mili-
tary alliances stimulated public support
for a summit to reduce East-West ten-
sions. In May 1956, the Soviet delegate to
a UN disarmament subcommittee in
London presented a comprehensive arms
control proposal, which was compatible
with Western insistence on large reduc-
tions in conventional forces in Europe. In
response, the Eisenhower administration
developed the idea of mutual aerial
inspection, known as Open Skies.

The American people approved of the
prospect of better relations with the
Soviet Union. The public consistently
supported summit meetings between
Soviet and U.S. leaders, as well as cul-
tural and other exchanges between the
two superpowers, even while continuing
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to favor a strong military presence abroad
to assist other countries in limiting
Soviet expansion.

Nuclear fallout from atmospheric test-
ing increased as a public concern
throughout the mid-1950s. A majority of
the public opposed Secretary of State
John Foster Dulles’s doctrine of massive
retaliation, the deterrence policy that the
United States would respond to a Soviet
invasion in Europe with a U.S. nuclear
assault on Soviet cities.

Stevenson responded to this concern
about nuclear weapons and fallout by
proposing a ban on nuclear testing. After
conducting three tests in August 1956,
Soviet premier Nikolay Bulganin also
proposed a test ban. Bulganin then clum-
sily undercut Stevenson by appearing to
endorse a Stevenson victory in the elec-
tion. In the Gallup October pre-election
poll, 70 percent of those who opposed a
test ban said they would vote for Eisen-
hower, whereas 73 percent who sup-
ported the suspension of tests supported
Stevenson. A clear majority disapproved
of a test ban, indicating that Stevenson’s
proposal cost him votes on this issue.

As one element in a proposal to mod-
ernize U.S. armed forces and to create a
more professional military, Stevenson
also proposed an early end to the military
draft. The Republican campaign elevated
it into a major campaign issue. In the
October Gallup pre-election survey, 63
percent of those who supported the draft
said they would vote for Eisenhower,
whereas 71 percent who opposed the
draft said they would vote for Stevenson.
Supporters of the draft outnumbered
opponents by more than 4:1.

Two international crises erupted during
the 1956 campaign. In December 1955,
Secretary Dulles had extended an offer to
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Egypt to help finance the Aswan High
Dam. President Gamal Abdel Nasser of
Egypt concluded substantial arms deals
with the Soviet Union and with China,
and the United States encouraged Great
Britain and France to sell Israel tanks and
fighters. Rising tensions between Israel
and Egypt led to heavy fighting in the
Gaza Strip in April 1956. On July 19,
1956, Dulles abruptly cancelled the U.S.
offer to help build the dam. Nasser
responded by seizing the Suez Canal and
declaring that he would build the dam
with canal revenues.

Eisenhower believed that the U.S. pub-
lic would not support intervention to
stop the canal’s seizure as long as the
Egyptians operated it effectively. The cri-
sis flared out of control on October 29
when Israel invaded the Sinai Peninsula,
followed by British and French landings
at Port Said on November 5, the day
before the election. Identifying the
United States with anticolonialism,
Eisenhower organized international
opposition to the British and French inva-
sion. On November 2, an emergency ses-
sion of the General Assembly adopted a
U.S. cease-fire resolution.

Most observers conclude that Steven-
son made a difficult political situation
worse by criticizing Eisenhower during
the crisis. Majorities of voters in the post-
election surveys of Gallup and the
NORC disapproved of the invasion by
Israel, England, and France, and those
who disapproved of the invasion voted
disproportionately for Eisenhower over
Stevenson.

As the Middle East situation deterio-
rated, rebellion erupted in Eastern
Europe as Poles and Hungarians began
protests against Soviet domination. The
Republicans had stressed their support
for liberation of the “captive nations”

since 1952, and they included a plank
reaffirming Republican support for the
“oppressed peoples and nations” of East-
ern Europe in the party’s 1956 platform.

The unrest in Poland quickly spread to
Hungary, where protesters also called for
the removal of Soviet troops. Soviet
tanks repelled freedom fighters in
Budapest armed with rocks and Molotov
cocktails, and the last resistance col-
lapsed only two days before the U.S. elec-
tion. Eisenhower opposed any interven-
tion that would appear to the Soviets to
be threatening the Warsaw Pact.

Fortuitously for the administration,
the Soviets agreed on October 30 to with-
draw troops from Hungary. When the
Hungarian government agreed to an
armistice for the freedom fighters, the
political dangers that the events in
Poland and Hungary posed for Eisen-
hower’s reelection largely evaporated.
Voters continued to judge the Republi-
cans better able to keep the country out
of war by a ratio of more than 5:1.

When a president runs for reelection,
people tend to decide their votes by eval-
uating the president’s performance in
office, not by comparing the campaign
policy promises of the president and his
challenger. Though the public preferred
the domestic policy positions of the
Democratic Party in 1956, they believed
that foreign affairs were paramount in
importance, and they were confident in
Eisenhower’s conduct of foreign affairs.
President Eisenhower easily won reelec-
tion over Stevenson by a margin of 57
percent to 42 percent.

Although Adlai Stevenson shared
Eisenhower’s commitments in East-West
relations, he did propose curtailing
H-bomb tests and suspending compulsory
military service, both of which Eisen-
hower and the larger public opposed.



Table 1 Popular and Electoral Votes for President, 1940-1956

Major Party Candidates

Electoral Vote
(number and percent)

(number and percent)

Popular Vote

Year Democrat Republican Democrat  Republican Democrat Republican Other
1940 Franklin D. Roosevelt Wendell Willkie 449 82 27,263,448 22,336,260 238,991
Henry A. Wallace Charles McNary 85% 15% 54.7% 44.8% 0.5%
1944 Franklin D. Roosevelt Thomas E. Dewey 432, 99 25,611,936 22,013,372 349,879
Harry S. Truman John W. Bricker 81% 19% 53.4% 45.9% 0.7%
1948  Harry S. Truman Thomas E. Dewey 303 189 24,105,587 21,970,017 2,615,620
Alben W. Barkley Earl Warren 57% 36% 49.5% 45.1% 5.4%
1952 Adlai E. Stevenson Dwight D. Eisenhower 89 442, 27,314,649 33,936,137 457,981
John Sparkman Richard M. Nixon 17% 83% 44.4% 55.1% 0.7%
1956 Adlai E. Stevenson Dwight D. Eisenhower 73 457 26,030,172 35,585,245 413,684
Estes Kefauver Richard M. Nixon 14% 86% 42.0% 57.4% 0.7%

Source: Vital Statistics on American Politics, Tables 1-7, and Congressional Quarterly’s Guide to U.S. Elections.



Table 2 House and Senate Election Results, by Congress, 1942-1958

House Senate

Gains/losses Gains/losses
Year Congress Dem. Rep.  Other Dem.  Rep. Dem.  Rep. Other Dem.  Rep. President
1942 78th 222, 209 4 -45 47 57 38 1 -9 10
1944 79th 243 190 2 21 -19 57 38 1 0 0 Roosevelt (D)
1946 80th 188 246 1 -55 56 45 51 -12 13 Truman (D)
1948 81st 263 171 1 75 -75 54 42 9 -9 Truman (D)
1950 82nd 234 199 2 -29 28 48 47 1 -6 5
1952 83rd 213 221 1 -21 22, 47 48 1 -1 1 Eisenhower (R)
1954 84th 232 203 19 -18 48 47 1 1 -1
1956 85th 234 201 2 -2 49 47 1 0 Eisenhower (R)
1958 86th 283 154 49 -47 64 34 17 -13

Note: Because of changes in the overall number of seats in the Senate and House, in the number of seats won by third parties, and in the
number of vacancies, a Republican loss is not always matched precisely by a Democratic gain, or vice versa. Gains/losses reflect pre-
election/post-election changes. Deaths, resignations, and special elections can cause further changes in party makeup.

Source: Vital Statistics on American Politics, Tables 1-18.
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Table 3 Voter Turnout Rates: Overall, South, and Non-South, 1940-1958 (percent)

Presidential Election Years

Nonpresidential Election Years

Year Overall Non-South South Year Overall Non-South South
1940 62.4 72.9 26.1 1942 33.9 42.0 6.9
1944 55.9 65.1 24.5 1946 38.8 47.2 10.4
1948 53.3 61.8 24.5 1950 42.6 51.6 12.4
1952 63.8 71.4 38.4 1954 43.1 51.3 16.1
1956 61.6 69.2 36.6 1958 44.5 53.5 15.2

Note: These turnout figures represent the percentage of the electorate of voting age casting
valid (officially tabulated) votes in presidential elections and, in nonpresidential election years,
elections to the U.S. House of Representatives. The base is the citizen voting-age population.
The number of people actually going to the polls is slightly higher than these percentages indi-
cate; some voters do not vote for a given office such as president or U.S. House, and a small num-
ber of ballots are spoiled. Also, some persons of voting age were not legally eligible to vote in
their states. This number was particularly high in many southern states in this period because
these states actively discouraged or prevented African Americans from registering to vote.

Source: Vital Statistics on American Politics, Table 1-1.

These two policy issues, in conjunction
with the crises in Suez and Hungary in
the last two weeks of the campaign, added
to Eisenhower’s landslide reelection.

Eisenhower’s victory was more per-
sonal than partisan, and his coattails
were nonexistent. The Republicans lost
two seats to the Democrats in the House
and one seat in the Senate. Turnout con-
tinued to be high by U.S. standards, as 62
percent of the voting-age population
went to the polls.

The Congressional Elections of 1958

Americans made a second kind of perfor-
mance judgment in 1958, this time on
the performance of the economy. In fall
1957, the United States entered the sec-
ond recession of Eisenhower’s two
administrations. Since the Depression of
the 1930s, voters had judged the Demo-
cratic Party to be the better guardian of
prosperity. The Democrats gained 49
House seats and 13 Senate seats, leaving
the Democrats with large majorities in

both chambers. More than any other dur-
ing the 1950s, the election of 1958 turned
on the performance of the economy.

Richard W. Boyd
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Cold War Elections: 1960-1976

1960 Election

President Dwight D. Eisenhower was
prohibited from running for a third term
in 1960 because of the recently adopted
Twenty-Second Amendment. The Re-
publicans easily nominated Eisenhower’s
vice president, Richard Milhous Nixon,
with running mate Henry Cabot Lodge
Jr., a U.S. senator from Massachusetts, to
run in what proved to be one of the clos-
est elections in history. The Democrats’
nomination was more hotly contested,
and a forty-three-year-old senator from
Massachusetts, John Fitzgerald Kennedy,



received the nomination. Senate Major-
ity Leader Lyndon Baines Johnson of
Texas agreed to be Kennedy’s running
mate after having lost the presidential
nomination to him.

Kennedy and Nixon each received 49
percent of the popular vote. However,
Kennedy won with 303 Electoral College
votes to Nixon’s 219. The election also
saw 62.8 percent voter participation, and
the Democrats kept control over both the
House and Senate. This was the first elec-
tion that reflected the newly admitted
states of Alaska and Hawaii, and thus
there were additional congressional seats.
The Democrats held 64 Senate seats to
the Republicans’ 36, and 262 House seats
to the Republicans’ 175.

Kennedy was the first president born
during the twentieth century and the
first Catholic elected as president. He
was the son of the wealthy Joseph
Kennedy, onetime ambassador to Great
Britain. Bred to be a politician, John
Kennedy graduated from Harvard, was
decorated for bravery during World War
II, and ran for the House of Representa-
tives in 1946 and Senate in 1952.
Although he was more known for his
social life than for his legislative abili-
ties, Kennedy after the 1956 election
began his campaign for the presidency,
barnstorming across the country. Richard
Nixon, by contrast, had made a name for
himself as a junior representative in the
late 1940s, chairing the House Un-Amer-
ican Activities Committee (HUAAC)
hearings against Alger Hiss. As vice pres-
ident under Eisenhower, Nixon was able
to run a campaign based on “experience
counts,” something he felt Kennedy
lacked.

Even if Kennedy was less experienced
than Nixon, he did represent to many
a new generation, and his youthful
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charisma appealed to Americans. Style
ended up playing a vital role in this elec-
tion. Theodore White’s The Making of a
President, 1960 (1961) explains in great
detail how Kennedy was marketed to the
public, especially via the relatively new
medium of television. In presidential
debates that were televised, the cool,
tanned Kennedy convinced Americans
that he was experienced and composed in
contrast to the pale and nervous Nixon.
Polls showed Nixon winning the debate
if only heard on radio, but losing to
Kennedy on television based on style and
appearance.

Despite style issues, the election
focused on foreign policy issues and what
Kennedy dubbed a missile gap between
the Soviet Union and the United States.
After the Soviet Union successfully
launched the first man-made earth satel-
lite, Sputnik, on October 4, 1957, and the
press leaked a presidential ad hoc com-
mittee report, chaired by Rowan Gaither,
that stated that the United States was in
its “gravest danger in history,” Democ-
rats hollered that the Eisenhower admin-
istration was placing the United States in
danger with low defense budgets and
made claims that there was a missile gap
in favor of the Soviet Union. The charge
was false, but Eisenhower kept the top-
secret U-2 reconnaissance flights over the
Soviet Union (which would prove the
claim false) a secret until Gary Powers
was shot down in May 1960. By that time,
Eisenhower’s campaign efforts for Nixon
were too little, too late, and Nixon
remained on the defensive for most of the
campaign.

In addition to the missile gap, Kennedy
focused his campaign on what he called
the New Frontier proposals. These
included stimulating greater economic
growth, supporting antidiscrimination
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efforts, conducting a more aggressive
Cold War foreign policy, and increasing
federal spending on social programs.
Although Kennedy was careful to avoid
the religious issue, his being Catholic
hurt his candidacy in the traditionally
Democratic South. In this respect, Lyn-
don Johnson helped the ticket by carry-
ing his home state of Texas.

1962 Midterm Elections

The Democrats gained three seats in the
Senate, giving them a 67-33 majority.
The Republicans gained one seat in the
House, but the Democrats lost three due
in part to redistricting that reduced the
number of House representatives to 435,
from the 437 two years earlier. The
Democrats retained control of the House
258-176.

In 1962, the U.S. Supreme Court under
Chief Justice Earl Warren ruled in Baker
v. Carr that state legislatures had to
apportion electoral districts so that equal
weight was given to rural and urban
votes. Many states were divided in such a
way that rural area votes weighed more
than urban votes, hurting the political
voice of minorities who traditionally
lived in the cities. Baker v. Carr gave
more voting power to blacks and Hispan-
ics and other minority groups.

1964 Election

President John F. Kennedy was assassi-
nated on November 22, 1963, and Lyndon
Johnson was sworn in as president. The
Democratic nomination went handily to
Johnson and his running mate, Senator
Hubert Humphrey, a liberal from Min-
nesota. The Republicans nominated Sen-
ator Barry Goldwater of Arizona and his
running mate, Representative William E.
Miller of New York.

Receiving 61.1 percent of the popular
vote and 486 electoral votes, Johnson
won with a larger plurality than any can-
didate before or since. However, Goldwa-
ter’s 52 electoral votes and 38.5 percent
of the popular vote were not insignifi-
cant; Goldwater did carry five Deep
South states, something the GOP had not
done since Reconstruction. The election
also saw 61.7 percent voter participation,
and the Democrats kept control of both
the House and the Senate. In fact, the
Democrats won record majorities in both
chambers. The Democrats held 68 Senate
seats to the Republicans’ 32, and 295
House seats to the Republicans’ 140.

Johnson was a career politician from
the hill country of West Texas and first
went to the nation’s capital as an aide to
a Texas congressman in the 1930s. In
1937 he ran for Congress himself and in
1948 he went to the Senate. A New
Dealer and admirer of Franklin Roo-
sevelt, Johnson wished to go down in
history as a greater reformer than his
mentor. As such, he campaigned in 1964
for what he called a Great Society. After
Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson was
able to get Congress to pass the first
meaningful civil rights legislation since
Reconstruction, the Civil Rights Act of
1964, thus setting the stage for more
reform measures. The Great Society pro-
gram was intended to continue to help
those on the fringes of society and to
increase standards in education, health,
welfare, culture, and the arts. As John-
son explained during the commence-
ment address at Howard University in
1965, it was “not enough just to open the
gates of opportunity. All our citizens
must have the ability to walk through
those gates” (Lyndon Baines Johnson
Library website).



Challenging Johnson was Goldwater,
the conservative Republican who won
the nomination through a grassroots
organization effort. Goldwater believed
that many voters were disillusioned with
the Democratic liberalism of Kennedy
and Johnson, so he campaigned on con-
servative issues, attacking civil rights
legislation in particular. In fact, Goldwa-
ter was one of only eight senators who
had voted against the Civil Rights Act of
1964. However, that was not because
Goldwater was against civil rights; rather
he believed such legislation gave too
much power to the federal government.
He also alluded to dismantling Social
Security. In addition, he was critical of
Johnson’s policies in Vietnam and the
Cold War in general, calling his foreign
policy too timid. Although Johnson was
campaigning on peace (and promising the
American people that he would not send
American boys to do what Asian boys
should be doing in Vietnam), Goldwater
was campaigning to bomb North Viet-
nam. Goldwater was perceived by many
to be too hawkish and dangerous when it
came to controlling nuclear forces. Gold-
water himself said that people who
feared nuclear war were “silly and sissi-
fied.” Given such extreme attitudes, lib-
eral Republicans abandoned Goldwater
and openly supported Johnson in the
campaign. Despite Johnson’s landslide
victory, Goldwater marked not the end
but the beginning of the GOP’s move to
the right.

1966 Midterm Elections

Building on Goldwater’s conservative
message, the 1966 midterm elections
witnessed a white backlash from those
who feared urban unrest and open hous-
ing measures; for this many blamed John-
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son and the Democratic Party. Midterm
elections sent 47 more Republicans to
the House of Representatives, destroying
Johnson’s liberal majority. The Demo-
crats held on to 64 Senate seats to the
Republicans’ 36, but the Republicans
jumped from 140 to 187 House seats
while the Democrats fell from 295 to
248. This election foreshadowed the
political voting attitudes of the 1968
presidential election.

1968 Election
The Vietnam War, the civil rights move-
ment, and the antiwar protests colored
the 1968 election. Johnson'’s escalation of
the war in Vietnam, and the public out-
cry against the war, influenced his deci-
sion not to seek reelection. In a compli-
cated race for the nomination, Johnson'’s
vice president, Hubert Humphrey, finally
won the nomination, along with running
mate Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine.
The Republicans had an easier nomina-
tion with the comeback of the former
vice president and 1960 presidential can-
didate, Richard Nixon, and his running
mate, Governor Spiro Agnew of Mary-
land. A third party, the conservative
American Independent Party, nominated
Governor George Wallace of Alabama.
Nixon and Humphrey each received
about the same percentage in the popular
vote, 43.4 percent and 42.7 percent,
respectively. Wallace received 13.5 per-
cent of the popular vote. Nixon won the
election with 301 electoral votes to
Humphrey’s 191 and Wallace’s 46. There
was a 60.9 percent voter turnout for the
election. Although the Republican vic-
tory and good showing for the conserva-
tive Wallace gave Republicans gains in
both houses, the Democrats kept control,
with 58 Senate seats and 243 House
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seats, compared to the Republicans’ 42
and 192.

President Johnson faced growing oppo-
sition to the war, even from within his
own party. Senators Eugene McCarthy
and Robert Kennedy, both Democrats,
threw their hats into the ring. McCarthy,
a dove, nearly beat Johnson in the New
Hampshire primary, a traditionally hawk-
ish state. That, and the political pressure
Johnson faced in the wake of the Tet
Offensive, convinced him not to seek
reelection. The race for the Democratic
nomination was tight. Kennedy, a favorite
as the brother of the former president,
won the California primary. Tragically,
Sirhan Sirhan assassinated him in June,
just after the primary. The assassination
of Robert Kennedy, just two months after
civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr.
had been slain, added to the growing frus-
tration among youths and urban minori-
ties. Urban riots lit up the summer nights
of 1968, and unrest spilled over into the
August Democratic Party convention
held in Chicago. Plagued by dissent inside
and violence in the streets, Humphrey
won the nomination, but the events aired
on television left a lasting negative
impression on voters.

Humphrey ran on Johnson’s current
policies, which also hurt him politically.
Late in the campaign he changed tactics
and announced he would seek an end to
the Vietnam War, but it was too little,
too late to secure a victory for the
Democrats.

Richard Nixon, after losing the 1960
presidential election and 1962 California
gubernatorial election, got back into pol-
itics after Goldwater’s 1964 defeat. He
began to court Republicans in the South
like Senator Strom Thurmond of South
Carolina, promising to de-emphasize

civil rights if elected, building on Gold-
water’s break into the South. Although
Nixon himself was a moderate Republi-
can, his tactic worked in that he won the
southern rim states.

Nixon’s biggest appeal was to what he
called the Silent Majority. He saw him-
self as the spokesman for middle Amer-
ica and offered promises of law and order,
stability, government retrenchment, and
“peace with honor” in Vietnam. Claim-
ing he had a “secret plan” to end the war,
Nixon was able to avoid tough questions
about that topic and focused on curbing
urban unrest and liberal welfare spend-
ing. Nixon, as well as Wallace, appealed
to a growing number of white working-
class voters who felt frustrated that the
Great Society programs used their tax
money to help minorities while they
themselves received few benefits.

George Wallace made a name for him-
self as governor of Alabama when he
tried to block the admission of black stu-
dents to the University of Alabama in
1963. He took pride in being a defender of
segregation and is famous for his pledge
of “Segregation now! Segregation tomor-
row! Segregation forever!” He attacked
student radicals, militant blacks, and the
eastern establishment. He ran in the
1964 and 1968 Democratic primaries and
had done reasonably well. In 1968 he
decided to run as a third-party candidate.
His running mate, a former commander
of the Strategic Air Command, General
Curtis LeMay, gave the campaign a
hawkish tone (LeMay advocated using
nuclear force in Vietnam, claiming that
too many Americans had a “phobia”
against nuclear weapons).

Wallace took the Deep South, states
vital to Humphrey if he was to be victo-
rious. But Humphrey won only Texas in



the South, thereby loosening the Demo-
crats’ grip in the South that they had held
since Reconstruction.

1970 Midterm Elections

The 1970 midterm election saw a loss for
Democrats in the Senate, but also a rise
for that party in the House after losing
seats in two consecutive elections.
Democrats continued to hold the majority
in both houses, with 54 Senate seats, com-
pared to 44 seats for Republicans and two
for independents. Democrats held 255
House seats to 180 for the Republicans.

1972 Election

President Richard Nixon had little trou-
ble winning the Republican nomination
in 1972, keeping Vice President Spiro
Agnew on the ticket. The Democrats
were still split over Vietnam, a war that
continued to be waged despite Nixon’s
de-escalation efforts. The Democrats
chose a candidate from the most liberal
wing of the party, Senator George
McGovern of South Dakota. McGovern's
choice for running mate, Senator Thomas
Eagleton of Missouri, left the ticket after
the press leaked that he had undergone
treatment for emotional problems. Sar-
gent Shriver, director of the Peace Corps,
replaced him.

In one of the largest winning margins in
history, Nixon won a second term. Nixon
took 60.7 percent of the popular vote to
McGovern’s 37.5 percent and swept 520
Electoral College votes to McGovern’s 17.
McGovern carried only Massachusetts
and the District of Columbia. Voter par-
ticipation continued to decline, with only
55.2 percent turnout. Republicans contin-
ued to gain seats in the House, as they
had since 1966. With twelve new seats,
the Republicans held 192, but Democrats
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kept control with 242 seats. Republicans
lost two seats in the Senate, dropping to
42 seats to the Democrats’ 56.

After George Wallace split the conser-
vative vote with Nixon in the 1968 elec-
tion, Nixon was determined to consoli-
date his voter base by building a
coalition that included Wallace support-
ers. This was particularly difficult given
that Wallace planned to run again in
1972. But Wallace, having won the
Michigan and Maryland primaries, was
shot in May in an assassination attempt.
Paralyzed, he dropped out of the presi-
dential race, and his supporters moved to
Nixon’s camp.

McGovern was the antiwar candidate
and continued to support big government
to help marginalized groups. Specifically
he campaigned for higher taxes on the
wealthy, guaranteed income for all Amer-
icans, amnesty for Vietnam War draft re-
sisters, decriminalization of marijuana,
and deep cuts in defense spending. These
stances alienated the traditional backbone
of the Democratic Party: white, blue-col-
lar, working-class men who felt like the
party had been taken over by the white-
collar, educated, middle-class elites con-
cerned more with social reform than with
the economic needs of the working class.
These voters epitomized Nixon’s Silent
Majority, and many more Democrats
voted for the GOP in the 1972 election.

Nixon was helped as well by his for-
eign policy. Since 1969 he had fostered
détente with the communist countries,
visiting Beijing and Moscow in 1972.
Nixon was now seen as a master of for-
eign policy, and so many people believed
Nixon and Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger when they promised during the
campaign that the war in Vietnam would
soon be over.
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Despite good odds that he would win a
second term, Nixon had created a sepa-
rate campaign organization, the Commit-
tee to Re-Elect the President (CREEP).
This organization solicited mostly illegal
contributions. The activities of CREEP
and the break-in at Democratic National
Committee headquarters at the Water-
gate complex before the election had no
effect on the 1972 election, but it would
force Nixon to resign in August 1974.

1974 Midterm Elections

One result of the Watergate scandal was
a public backlash against the Republican
Party. The GOP continued to lose Senate
seats, losing five more to drop to 37 to
the Democrats’ 60. The biggest loss for
the Republicans was in the House, where
they lost 48 seats from their 1972 high.
The Democrats held a strong majority in
the House, with 291 seats to the Repub-
licans’ 144.

1976 Election

Richard Nixon had resigned as president
in the wake of the Watergate scandal in
August 1974. Vice President Spiro Agnew
had resigned earlier after charges of cor-
ruption as governor; Representative Ger-
ald Ford of Michigan was appointed to
that office. Upon Nixon’s resignation,
Ford would become president. Governor
Ronald Reagan of California launched a
credible challenge to Ford for the Repub-
lican nomination in 1976, but Ford
squeaked out a victory. Senator Robert
Dole of Kansas ran as the vice presiden-
tial nominee on the GOP ticket. The
Democrats turned to an outsider, some-
one not connected to Beltway politics.
James “Jimmy” Earl Carter was a former
governor of Georgia. He chose Senator
Walter Mondale of Minnesota as his run-

ning mate to balance the ticket and give
the campaign an air of experience.

In a close election, Carter and Mondale
won with 50 percent of the popular vote
and 297 electoral votes. Ford received
47.9 percent of the popular vote and 241
electoral votes. Reagan, who ran as an
independent, took one electoral vote
from a Ford delegate in Washington
State. Voter turnout was poor, at 53.5
percent participation, reflecting the apa-
thetic attitude many had toward politics
since Vietnam and Watergate. A popular
bumper sticker of the time read “Don’t
Vote. It Only Encourages Them.” The
election saw little change in the makeup
of Congress. Democrats held 61 Senate
seats and 292 House seats; the Republi-
cans held 38 Senate seats and 143 House
seats.

Gerald Ford had to overcome a failing
economy and general public disenchant-
ment with his service. One of the first
things Ford did as president in 1974 was
to grant Nixon a full pardon for any
crimes he may have committed relating
to Watergate. Although Ford saw it as an
essential decision in order for the coun-
try to heal and to move forward, many
Americans were angry and felt that the
Republican Party had disgraced the
White House.

Carter was a graduate of the U.S. Naval
Academy and trained as a nuclear engi-
neer. He returned to Georgia to become a
millionaire agricultural businessman
and, eventually, the reform governor of
the state. He was also a devout Baptist
and proclaimed born-again Christian.
However, he attempted to win everyone’s
vote and agreed to an interview with
Playboy magazine in which he admitted
that he had “lusted” in his heart.
Although his honesty and piety appealed



to many voters who were frustrated with
the corruption of Washington politics,
the same characteristics also made many
feel Carter lacked what was needed to be
a strong leader, making it a very close
election.

Valerie Adams

References

Berman, William. America’s Right Turn:
From Nixon to Bush. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1994.

Boyer, Paul, et al. The Enduring Vision: A
History of the American People, 3rd ed.
Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath, 1996.

Brinkley, Alan, and Ellen Fitzpatrick.
America in Modern Times. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1997.

Johnson, Lyndon. “Howard University
Address.” In Diane Ravitch, ed., The
American Reader. New York:
HarperCollins, 1990.

Lyndon Baines Johnson Library. http://
www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/
archives.hom/speeches.hom/650604.
asp.

Matusow, Allen. The Unraveling of
America: The History of Liberalism in
the 1960s. New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1984.

U.S. House of Representatives, Office of
the Clerk. Election Statistics, July 23,
2001. www.clerkweb.house.gov/
elections/elections.htm.

Post-Cold War

Elections: 1978-1990

Although conflicts abroad and the cli-
mactic ending of the Cold War could well
define politics in the United States dur-
ing the 1980s, trends in public opinion
tended to move in directions that could
not always be explained by international
developments. In addition to reflecting
the conservative tendencies of the elec-
torate, public opinion during the 1980s
proved to be an enigma as political scien-
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tists labored to fully understand the gen-
der gap, race (an issue brought to the fore
by Jesse Jackson’s 1984 candidacy), the
declining significance of parties (result-
ing in split-ticket voting and divided gov-
ernment), and the impact of personality
traits and the prominence of candidate-
centered elections. In the end, the 1980s
provided strong evidence for those who
argue that Americans engage in retro-
spective voting, whereby economic con-
siderations, more than anything else,
condition the vote.

The Early 1980s: The

Beginning of the Reagan Era

In 1980, actor-turned-politician Ronald
Reagan, the Republican candidate, was
elected president in a convincing victory
over incumbent Jimmy Carter. Though
Carter’s administration had proven capa-
ble—its most significant achievement
being the Camp David Accords—the
administration was hurt by an oil boy-
cott in 1979 and the seizure of the U.S.
embassy in Iran, which resulted in a
hostage crisis. As a result, Americans
tended to disapprove of Carter’s job per-
formance and personality for most of
1980. Ultimately, it was not so much dis-
approval of Carter’s foreign affairs as his
management of the struggling economy
that led to Carter’s undoing (see Table 1).
These shortcomings opened the door for
conservative tendencies in the electorate
that lay dormant in the 1978 congres-
sional elections and were skillfully artic-
ulated by Reagan, whose ability to com-
municate such messages was second to
none.

For the Democratic Party, the 1980
presidential election represented its
worst performance in a quarter-century.
In some respects this may have been the



128 History

Table 1

Carter Approval Ratings on Three Issues

Jan. 1980 Feb. 1980 Mar. 1980 April 1980 June 1980 Aug. 1980

Foreign policy 45 48
Economy 27 26
Iran 55 63

34 31 20 18
23 21 18 19
49 39 29 31

Note: Questions: (1) Do you approve or disapprove of the way Jimmy Carter is handling for-
eign policy? (2) Do you approve or disapprove of the way Jimmy Carter is handling the economy?
(3) Do you approve or disapprove of the way Jimmy Carter is handling the crisis in Iran? Each
percentage is the proportion approving Carter’s actions on the stated issue.

Source: CBS News/New York Times polls.

result of a president, Carter, who had dis-
tanced himself from the party in Con-
gress during nonelection years; the party
in Congress itself lacked discipline. The
strong showing of Independent John
Anderson in 1980 suggested that voters
were rejecting Democrats in Washington
rather than demonstrating a vote of con-
fidence in Reagan or the Republican
Party. On Election Day, nearly 40 percent
of those who voted for Reagan suggested
that their motivation was simply that “it
was time for a change.” As well, in 1980
it appeared that the New Deal coalition
had finally been stretched beyond its
breaking point. Although Carter was able
to garner the support of black voters—
Senator Edward Kennedy’s strong show-
ing in the Democratic primaries that year
was a clear indication of the importance
that new demographics would have
within the party—his inability to main-
tain support from traditional white,
working-class Democrats ultimately
paved the way for the Reagan victory.
Reagan, like Carter in 1976, ran as a
political outsider and as the antiestab-
lishment candidate. Reagan also made it
clear that in domestic and foreign affairs
he would not rely on indirect measures
to solve the nation’s ills, as Carter had.

Though his campaign promised more
action than inaction, during his inaugu-
ral address Reagan restated what was a
common theme in his campaign: “In the
present crisis, government is not the
solution to our problem; government is
the problem.” Accordingly, the challenge
for the Reagan campaign was to prove to
the U.S. public that the aging former gov-
ernor of California was competent
enough to handle the agenda of an active
and aggressive president. To this end Rea-
gan’s performance in his first presidential
debate, with Anderson, went a long way
in helping him counter the perception
that he was a man who did not fully
understand the trappings and demands of
the modern presidency. Reagan’s third
debate, with Carter, tempered concerns
about his aggressive nature. In the end, it
was Reagan’s ability to convey a message
of optimism and hope to the country—
evidenced by a surge in the stock market
the day following his election—that led
to his election in 1980.

Although the Democrats’ power of
incumbency in Congress, which had
allowed them to maintain control in
both the House and the Senate in 1978,
did not abate, the 1980 election did see
Republican gains. The Ninety-Seventh



Congress consisted of a Republican-con-
trolled Senate for the first time in
twenty-eight years; only a slim Democra-
tic majority held on to the House of Rep-
resentatives. The 53 Republicans in the
Senate were the most since the Herbert
Hoover administration. However, one
should be cautious about making claims
about a conservative mood sweeping the
country or about a referendum on the
Democratic Party. The GOP’s success
can largely be attributed to its ability to
mount a unified campaign that stood in
contrast to the relative lack of coordina-
tion in the Democratic Party.

Despite successes in passing key ele-
ments of his economic program through
Congress during his first few months in
office, Reagan’s job performance rating of
42 percent in October 1982 was the low-
est it has been for any president since
Harry Truman in 1946. Reagan’s low rat-
ing was largely due to an economy still in
recession; unemployment rates had
reached a postwar high of 10.1 percent.
Despite the recession and growing unem-
ployment, the 1982 midterm elections
saw only modest Democratic gains. This
seemed to suggest that campaigns some-
how mattered beyond political circum-
stance. Once again a disorganized Demo-
cratic Party, unable to take advantage of
a political opportunity, fell victim to a
prudent Republican Party that strategi-
cally channeled efforts and monies to
specific candidates and districts. As well,
Republicans were able to maintain their
slim majority in the Senate. But the poor
economic situation led to the loss of 26
Republican seats in the House. And as
the economy continued to struggle after
the election, the president’s approval rat-
ing dipped as low as 35 percent in January
1981.
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The Mid-1980s: The
Successes of “Reaganomics”
The 1984 presidential election was inter-
esting on a number of levels. The 1984
Democratic primary season featured the
first black candidate to have a notewor-
thy impact on the process itself, Jesse
Jackson. Jackson’s candidacy brought to
the surface tensions within the Demo-
cratic Party. And though Jackson had
limited success within the party, he was
able to stimulate black voter registration
efforts and bring issues to the national
spotlight. Another interesting element
was the Democratic Party’s attempt to
take advantage of the so-called gender
gap that had been observed in the elec-
torate in 1980, when women appeared
much more likely than men to support
Democrats in the presidential and con-
gressional elections. Attempting to capi-
talize on this, the Democratic presiden-
tial ticket of 1984 featured the first
female vice presidential candidate, Geral-
dine Ferraro. In the end, however, gender
seemingly had little effect on the out-
come. Reagan won in an unprecedented
landslide over Democrat Walter Mon-
dale, carrying 49 states, 525 electoral
votes, and 59 percent of the popular vote.
The resurgent economy and an
improved public mood perpetuated Rea-
gan’s tenure in the White House. Al-
though only 10 percent of Americans
were satisfied with the way things were
going in the country in 1979, more people
were satisfied than dissatisfied in 1984.
And though people had always liked Rea-
gan as an individual, Americans were
now approving of Reagan as the president
as well. No longer able to attack Reagan
for being too conservative, Mondale
attacked Reagan’s faculties but had little
effect on the electorate; Reagan conveyed
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to the public the image of a capable
leader. Furthermore, Mondale admitted
that he would raise taxes in order to re-
duce the growing national deficit. This
struck Americans as odd given the im-
provement in the economy, which was
being attributed to Reagan’s tax cuts and
spending reductions.

In 1984, Reagan, now the “Roosevelt of
the Right,” was able to run as a moderate
candidate. In so doing he gained the sup-
port of one-fourth of registered Demo-
crats on Election Day. This was problem-
atic for the Republican Party, however,
because Reagan’s move toward the ideo-
logical center was a move away from
more conservative elements. In actuality,
part of the Reagan campaign’s strategy
was to suggest to voters that they could
vote for a Democrat for Congress yet still
vote for Reagan. Eager for a change in
leadership four years earlier, the public in
1984 appeared to be expressing a prefer-
ence to stay the course.

Once again, some of Reagan’s extraor-
dinary success can be attributed to the
failures of the Democratic Party. The
strain on the New Deal coalition was
even more pronounced in 1984 as white
southerners, who had been voting Demo-
cratic since Reconstruction, voted for the
incumbent president. In the South Rea-
gan garnered his most solid support (72
percent). One reason for the defection
was the decline in party loyalties, which
became less significant to a new genera-
tion of voters. Another reason was that
the Democratic Party, pressed by the can-
didacy of Jackson in the primaries, now
had to turn its back on southern whites
and their leaders.

Democrats lost little ground in the
House and gained a seat in the Senate,
and so the 1984 election can be charac-
terized as a landslide without coattails.

Part of the problem for Republicans was
that, by not fielding enough quality can-
didates, they were not ready to take
advantage of Reagan’s success the way
they had four years earlier. Many would-
be candidates were skeptical about the
possibilities for the economy through
November. Their decisions to run, then,
were made before it was entirely certain
that Reagan would easily win reelection.
Another problem was the defensive
nature of the Reagan campaign, which
allowed voters to justify their preference
for no change and so maintain the condi-
tion of divided government that had been
established in 1980 and had characterized
most of the postwar period.

Despite the fact that the Democrats
regained control of the Senate for the first
time during the Reagan administration,
the 1986 midterm elections proved unin-
teresting, as Democrats only made mod-
est gains in the House. Democrats took
control of the Senate by picking up eight
seats, as they were able to gain narrow
victories in key states. Indeed, these vic-
tories could have gone the other way
(only 55,000 votes determined the out-
comes). To some extent these results sug-
gested that the electorate’s movement
away from the New Deal coalition was
somehow more settled. The Democratic
Party would have to come to grips with
political realities. Not only could the
South not be taken for granted; in all like-
lihood the region had been lost altogether.

The End of the 1980s: The

Succession of George H. W. Bush
Although events like Iran-Contra, the
October 1987 stock market crash, failure
to pass key elements of a national de-
fense plan, and continued unemploy-
ment would tarnish Reagan’s legacy, the
Democrats failed to take back the White



House in 1988. It was not for lack of try-
ing, however, as the Democrats made a
valiant effort to piece together what little
remained of the New Deal coalition, run-
ning Michael Dukakis (a liberal governor
from Massachusetts) for president along
with Lloyd Bentsen (a more moderate
senator from Texas). In the end, though,
Vice President George H. W. Bush was
able to keep the presidency for the
Republican Party for four more years.
Utilizing campaign strategies that were
becoming increasingly negative on both
sides, he also capitalized on the positives
attributed to the prior administration.
Bush became the first sitting vice presi-
dent to win a presidential election since
Martin Van Buren in 1836.

In part, Dukakis’s vulnerability in the
general election was predetermined by
his move away from the national center
toward a more liberal position during the
primary season. Whereas Bush’s nomina-
tion was won with relative ease, a hard-
fought Democratic primary required that
Dukakis move away from the political
center in order to present himself as a
candidate who was liberal enough to earn
the support of those Democrats who
were being courted by Jackson, who once
again was making his presence felt in the
primaries. As a result, Bush, calling for a
“kinder, gentler nation,” was able to
seize the political center vacated by Rea-
gan and, in so doing, paint Dukakis as too
liberal to warrant consideration by mod-
erates and independents. To that end,
Republican advertisements capitalized
on Dukakis’s record in Massachusetts,
where he could be faulted on his envi-
ronmental record—portraying the Boston
harbor as a dump site—and for being soft
on crime—showing images of furloughed
convicts (the infamous Willie Horton
spot). This strategy was successful, and
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Bush was able to secure the support of
some registered Democrats and most
political independents on Election Day.

Bush benefited from his position on
political, social, and moral issues such as
national security, drugs, school prayer,
and the Pledge of Allegiance, as well as
his ability to put them on the agenda.
Dukakis reminded voters of Iran-Contra,
Bush’s role in it, and the huge deficits and
the possibility that they would continue
to grow if Republicans maintained con-
trol. The problem for Dukakis was that
the economy was actually improving,
and so there was no reason to vote for any
real change. In the end, the Dukakis cam-
paign achieved little on Election Day;
Bush carried 40 states and nearly 54 per-
cent of the popular vote.

Federal elections in 1988 can also be
described as a study in the power of
incumbency. Not only did the Republi-
cans continue their stay in the White
House; with next to no turnover in the
House and the Senate, the Democrats
maintained control of both. Dukakis’s
efforts to warn the nation fell on deaf
ears. The Bush campaign was in no way
pushing for real change, either, making
explicit appeals to “stay the course.”
Accordingly, it was difficult to persuade
voters to oust the incumbents of either
party. The result was divided govern-
ment that bore a striking resemblance to
preceding ones.

Throughout the 1980s, economic con-
siderations seemed to dictate turnover in
federal elections. The 1990 election was
no different, as Republicans in Congress
would have to bear the brunt when Presi-
dent Bush reneged on his “no new taxes”
pledge from the 1988 campaign. Despite
his noteworthy capabilities in foreign
affairs—especially in Eastern FEurope,
where the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, and
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also in Nicaragua and Panama—and suc-
cess in Congress, Bush saw his approval
ratings steadily decline over the course of
the election year. Even though the out-
come was only a moderate increase in
Democratic majorities in both the House
and Senate, the 1990 elections appeared
to represent the end of the antitax fervor
that came to the political fore in 1978.
Indeed, the issue had peaked during the
mid-1980s as the economy began to
surge, then slowly lost momentum as
deficits continued to increase throughout
the decade.

Gar Culbert
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Contemporary Elections:
1990-Present

As the United States emerged from the
Cold War and then the Gulf War during
the early 1990s, it was not immediately
obvious that the focus was shifting back
to domestic issues. But Bill Clinton’s
astute handling of the presidential cam-
paign garnered him 43 percent of the
popular vote in the 1992 election, some-
thing that signaled a narrow mandate for
Democrats, who then controlled both the
Congress and the presidency. But the



elections that followed did not see a
major shift toward the Democratic Party
or liberal politics in general. Within two
years Clinton was the first elected Demo-
cratic president since Franklin Pierce (in
1854) to lose both congressional cham-
bers in the midterm elections (unelected
Truman also did it in 1946). Republicans
seized control of both chambers for the
first time in 40 years. Despite this enor-
mous setback for Democrats, the country
did not move in a decisively conservative
direction. Rather, a series of elections
resulting in divided government ensued
until the historic 2000 contest, in which
George W. Bush won a narrow, disputed
victory in the Electoral College (while
losing the popular vote).

The two major features of the Clinton-
era elections are indecision and surprise.
The public steadfastly refused to deliver a
mandate to either political party. This
led to startling outcomes, where pillars
of conventional wisdom fell to a tem-
peramental electorate. Presidential can-
didates lost when they should have won
and won when they should have lost.
Congressional elections violated long-
standing historical patterns such as the
Democratic dominance of the House and
the pattern of midterm losses for the
president’s party. These twin elements—
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indecision and surprise—reveal the dan-
ger in election interpretation: public atti-
tudes can change quickly and often pro-
duce contradictory political outcomes.

Economy, Issues, and Approval Ratings
When asked in 1992 how the country’s
economy had done in the last year,
almost three out of four Americans said
it got worse (see Table 1)—the worst eval-
uation since 1980, when Reagan was
swept to power and 83 percent of the
public felt that way. In the early 1990s
the public was interested mostly in pock-
etbook issues: when asked in 1992 about
the “most important problem” facing the
country, 33 percent named economic
issues, with other concerns lagging far
behind. But by the late 1990s the econ-
omy had dramatically improved, and
social policy issues like Medicare, Social
Security, education, and welfare drew
attention: only 9 percent indicated eco-
nomic issues as the most important prob-
lem in 1996, whereas 17 percent named
social issues and 13 percent named crime
(ANES 1992 and 1996).

A crucial indicator of public sentiment
is the job approval number for presidents.
Most observers believe them to be a
strong predictor of both the president’s
own chances for reelection and the coun-

Table 1 Perceived State of the Nation’s Economy in the Last Year (1992-2000)

Year Gotten Better Same Gotten Worse
1992 5 23 72
1994 35 38 28
1996 38 45 17
1998 47 38 15
2000 39 44 17

Source: National Election Studies.
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try’s mood. When George H. W. Bush
won the 1991 Gulf War, his popularity
stood at unprecedented levels: 89 per-
cent. (All public opinion approval num-
bers on presidential and congressional
approval are taken from the Gallup Orga-
nization. Data were generously provided
by Karlyn Bowman of the American
Enterprise Institute.) Eighteen months
later, a Gallup poll pegged his job
approval number at 29 percent. Bush’s
rating remained below 50 percent for all
of the 1992 campaign. Bill Clinton’s
approval started off relatively high—in
the mid-50 percent range for the first few
months of his presidency—but scandals
quickly induced a dip into the 40 percent
range. And though his approval numbers
bounced around, they hovered just above
40 percent during the 1994 midterm elec-
tions. Several Democratic congressional
candidates refused to campaign with him
(Stephanopolous 2000), and the landslide
congressional elections went to the
Republicans. Clinton’s approval stayed
below 50 percent until the budget show-
down with the Republicans in late 1995,
when it began to climb and then shot up
before his victory in the 1996 elections
(see Table 2). Despite personal scandal,

Clinton’s job approval rating would
remain stratospheric through the rest of
his presidency. He averaged above 58 per-
cent in 1997, and an even higher 63.6
during the scandal year of 1998. Though
his numbers fell slightly from the 1998
high, Clinton left office with one of the
best job approval records in history—suc-
cess that did not help vault Vice Presi-
dent Al Gore into the White House.
Although pundits tend to pay less
attention to congressional approval num-
bers, the measure exhibits a somewhat
puzzling trend for the 1990s. From a low
point of 18 percent in March 1992, con-
gressional approval improved on average
throughout the rest of the decade (see
Table 3). It is puzzling because the 1990s
figures are historically high. For example,
between 1974 and 1983 the percentage
approving topped 40 percent only once,
in 1977. It is doubly puzzling because
Congress in 1998 was trying to impeach
Bill Clinton, an act the public emphati-
cally did not approve. Although approval
for Congress slipped a bit in the fall (dur-
ing the impeachment hearings), the
measure remained above 40 percent.
This translated into electoral dividends.
After the 1994 debacle (which almost

Table 2 Average Approval for Bill Clinton by Year

Year Percent Approving
1993 48.6
1994 46.3
1995 47.2
1996 54.5
1997 58.2
1998 63.6
1999 60.0
2000 59.9

Note: Numbers are average across all polls taken during the year.

Source: The Gallup Organization.
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Table 3 Average Congressional Approval (1992-2000)

Year Percent Approving
1992 18.0
1993 24.5
1994 25.2
1995 33.5
1996 35.8
1997 35.6
1998 47.4
1999 42.2
2000 40.5

Note: Numbers are average across all polls taken during the year.

Source: The Gallup Organization.

exclusively impacted Democrats, any-
way), the percentage of incumbents seek-
ing reelection who won their seat was 94,
98.3, and 97.8 percent for 1996, 1998, and
2000, respectively. On balance, the late
1990s was a reasonably good period for
incumbents (on average between 1946
and 2000 the percentage was 92.1 per-
cent) (Ornstein et al. 2002).

One final trend of interest is the
decrease in split-ticket voting. From 1960
to 1988 an average of almost 35 percent
of congressional districts split their tick-
ets (voted one way for president and
another way for the local House mem-
ber). The numbers for 1992, 1996, and
2000 were 23, 25.3, and 19.8, respec-
tively. The three numbers are the lowest
percentages for any election since 1952,
implying far greater congruence between
a district’s local and national preferences.
No longer did large numbers of Democra-
tic House members hang onto their seats
while their constituents voted Republi-
can at the presidential level (Ornstein et
al. 2002).

These trends tell the basic story of the
1990s: the country’s attention turned
from international to domestic economic

issues, inducing the removal of a for-
merly popular president who had not
focused on the economy; his successor’s
popularity increased as the economy
improved; increasing levels of congres-
sional approval led to safety for incum-
bents; and congressional and presidential
voting appeared to come into greater
alignment. This broad picture is true as
far as it goes, but each election upset
long-held notions about U.S. politics and
illustrated the temperamental character
of the U.S. public.

As has been noted elsewhere (Fiorina
et al. 2003), the 1990s saw five succes-
sive elections that overturned conven-
tional wisdom about U.S. politics. Each
of these “surprises” can be traced in
some measure to shifts or uncertainty in
public attitudes.

1992

The unified government of 1992 was a
surprise. George H. W. Bush was sup-
posed to win the election, based on his
extraordinary popularity following the
Gulf War and the fact that the real eco-
nomic numbers portended a victory. But
1992 turned out to be the most surpris-
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ing, or unpredictable, election since 1916
(Fair 1992). Few of the electoral models
applied to the 1992 race predicted Clin-
ton’s victory.

Early in the race several of the most
prominent Democrats declined to chal-
lenge the popular Bush. When Al Gore
dropped out of the race, one journalist
described the Democrats as “having little
success in mounting a respectable field of
challengers to [President Bush]” (Pianin
1992). At the time that story was written,
in August 1991, President Bush’s job
approval rating stood above 70 percent.

But when voters actually went to the
polls in 1992, only 20.8 percent of voters
approved of the job Bush had been doing
relative to the economy (80 percent of
those approving were Republicans;
among true independents fewer than 10
percent approved) (ANES 1992). The
average respondent’s assessment of his
financial state over the previous year
stood at its worst point since 1972: more
than two-thirds believed themselves to
be in the same place or worse off. Thus,
Clinton’s campaign mantra—"It’s the
economy, stupid!”—was prescient.

Perception is not reality, though this
perception was not very accurate, which
largely explains why electoral models
based on real economic data went wrong.
Marc Hetherington (1996) finds that the
key factor is the media’s role in shaping
public opinion. He describes an election
when the recession was effectively over
(GNP growth above 2 percent) but the
media continued to beat the drum of
recession, negatively impacting voters’
evaluations and subsequently their vote
choice. Despite the fact that real eco-
nomic numbers were better than in 1984,
when President Ronald Reagan won
every state but Minnesota, Bush lost (see
Hetherington 1996, p. 372).

The narrow mandate (if it can be called
that) went to Clinton and the Democrats,
but one odd outcome of the 1992 election
should have warned observers that the
Democratic Party had electoral chal-
lenges to come: despite the fact that
Clinton won, Democrats lost a net 10
seats in the House of Representatives
(the Senate remained stable). This was
only a taste of the changes to come two
years later.

1994
Nothing rocked Washington like the
demise of the semipermanent Democra-
tic majority in 1994. The earthquake was
tough to predict: 11 of the 14 pundits
tapped by the Washington Post (1994)
predicted that the House would remain
in Democratic control; only pundits
believed it would fall. Professional reluc-
tance to predict a Republican tide is
understandable. For 40 years Democrats
had controlled the House. It was not so
much a political outcome as a fact of life.
Although the South had been trending
Republican for decades, the party had
never achieved critical mass there. And
whereas the 1992 elections had awarded
62 percent of the southern seats to
Democrats, the 1994 elections saw
Republicans win a majority of southern
seats for the first time ever. Additionally,
the economic good times were not being
felt as strongly as Democrats might have
hoped. Although Election Day exit polls
found less economic discontent than in
1992 or 1990, the numbers were still rel-
atively high (see Table 1). A Los Angeles
Times poll two weeks before the election
found that 53 percent of the country still
felt that the nation was in a recession
(see Jacobson 2001, p. 179, esp. n. 66).
Lagging economic indicators do not
fully explain the outcome. The public



was unhappy with Democratic policies
and took out its frustration on the party’s
congressional candidates. Scholars have
noted the importance of a few specific
issues that galvanized a section of the
electorate that came to be called the
“angry white male.” Gary Jacobson
(1996) showed that votes with President
Clinton on the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) significantly
hurt Democratic incumbents. And John
Ferejohn found that a number of congres-
sional votes on social issues such as gun
control strongly contributed to 1994
Democratic losses (Ferejohn 1998).

1996

After the brawls in 1992 and 1994, the
1996 elections were pedestrian by com-
parison. But Clinton did manage to
become the first Democrat elected with
concurrent Republican majorities in both
congressional chambers. A more typical
pattern (particularly in the nineteenth
century) would have been to see the pub-
lic remove a president whose party had
done so poorly in the midterm elections,
but Clinton beat that model.

The key factor in the elections was cer-
tainly economic improvement, leading to
higher approval ratings for both Clinton
and the Congress (see Tables 2 and 3).
Incumbents benefited generally. But this
election particularly illustrated the level
of aggregate indecision in the U.S. public.
Although it is true that most partisans
voted their ticket for both president and
Congress, more than one-quarter of con-
gressional districts still saw a split result.
A New York Times/CBS News poll,
taken two weeks before the election,
illustrates the dynamic. Despite the fact
that the poll showed generic Democrats
with a 47-39 percent advantage when
respondents declared which party they
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would support, Republicans held a 48-41
percent advantage when voters were
asked if it would be “better to elect a
Democratic Congress to increase the
power of President Clinton” or elect a
Republican Congress to “limit the power
of President Clinton” (Clymer 1996).

It is unclear whether or not voters con-
sciously split their tickets to achieve pol-
icy balance (see Fiorina 1996), but no
other election so clearly illustrated the
possibility that the public gets nervous
about unchecked partisan power. Repub-
licans were clearly cognizant: they ran
ads urging voters not to write Clinton a
blank check by returning Democrats to
congressional power—a virtual abandon-
ment of their party leader, Dole. Their
efforts earned a split decision in 1996:
Clinton won, but the Republicans
retained control of Congress, losing only
three seats.

1998

Since the Civil War, only the FDR-led
party of 1934 had managed to gain seats
in a midterm House election. Despite the
fact that he was embroiled in scandal and
facing impeachment charges in the Con-
gress, Clinton duplicated that feat when
the Democrats gained five House seats in
1998. In the postwar era the average loss
for a midterm election is 25.5 seats. Later
years in that period saw relatively fewer
average losses for the party in power, and
the 1994 earthquake meant Republicans
had captured most of the seats they were
likely to gain in 1998 anyway. But
Republicans were still expected to gain at
least a few seats with history on their
side.

Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich,
playing off of the unfolding Monica
Lewinsky scandals, authorized a series of
ads designed to tie Democratic House
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members to the president’s fate. The
results appeared to backfire, and Gin-
grich resigned as speaker shortly after the
election. Despite the fact that Congress
enjoyed historically large popularity in
1998 (see Table 3), 69 percent of those
surveyed disapproved of the way that
Congress was handling the scandal. Two-
thirds felt Clinton should not resign, and
more than 70 percent of respondents felt
he should not be impeached (ANES
1998). Most Americans felt it was a pri-
vate matter. There is no conclusive evi-
dence tying the Republican defeats to the
scandal or the way Gingrich handled it—
indeed it seemed to be a largely incum-
bent-driven election. But Republican
strategists felt that the late series of ads
emphasizing impeachment and Lewin-
sky did not help the party: those who
made up their minds late chose Democ-
rats by a wide margin—perhaps influ-
enced by the ads that were Gingrich’s
ultimate downfall.

2000

With Clinton’s popularity remaining
extraordinarily high, congressional ap-
proval slipping, and the economy grow-
ing at better than 2 percent per year,
most analysts expected Al Gore to win
the 2000 election and perhaps sweep in a
group of new Democrats to control the
House. The election models all predicted
that Gore would win 53 percent to 60
percent of the two-party vote for presi-
dent. He actually won 50.2 percent of
that vote, and lost in the Electoral Col-
lege. What went wrong? With Clinton’s
approval high and the economy going
well, how could Gore lose?

It is difficult to say without a bit more
historical perspective on the election.
But clearly, Gore’s campaign mistakes
hurt his chances for election. For in-

stance, Gore was perceived as too liberal.
He was perceived as the most extreme
Democratic presidential candidate be-
tween 1972 and 2000 (ANES data, as pre-
sented in Fiorina et al. 2003), a distinc-
tion that did not help his candidacy.

Perceived liberalism alone would not
have sunk Gore, but it was not the only
factor. Clinton fatigue or a kind of moral
retrospective voting had a significant
impact on Gore’s chances. More than 54
percent of the American National Elec-
tion Studies (ANES) respondents felt that
the country’s moral state had gotten
worse between 1992 and 2000. Control-
ling for a host of factors such as partisan-
ship, ideology, and perceived economic
conditions, among others, the effect of
perceived moral decline in the country
had at least as strong if not a stronger
effect than perceived economic decline
(Fiorina et al. 2003).

These factors, combined with the nor-
mal election forces such as a strong
economy and approval of the outgoing
president’s job and policies, did not
appear to have the same effect as they
usually do. Gore simply did not get the
credit normally accorded the party in
power. Whether or not 2000 is an anom-
aly or part of a larger trend remains to be
seen.

Conclusion

The key policy element throughout this
period is aggregate indecision. Michael
Barone describes this country at the
beginning of a new millennium as the 49
percent nation (Barone et al. 2001). Nei-
ther party can cobble together a lasting
majority: Democrats capitalized on
Republican inattention to domestic
affairs, while Republicans seized oppor-
tunities when Democrats supported
aggressively liberal policies. Incumbents



use the prevailing mistrust of both par-
ties to persuade the public that only
through divided government can policy
be safe.

Perhaps because of the closely divided
electorate, every election from 1992 to
2000 presents political observers with
surprising results. The lesson is that pub-
lic attitudes about elected institutions
are not easy to predict. The public can
punish officeholders for a poor economy,
then turn right around and vote on
morals or other surprising factors rather
than bread-and-butter issues. Long-stand-
ing patterns such as midterm losses and
Democratic control are not safe. The only
constant is the consistently responsive
nature of representative government.

Jeremy Clayne Pope

References

American National Election Studies
(ANES). Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan, Center for Political Studies,
1992-2000.

Barone, Michael, Richard Cohen, and
Grant Ujifusa. The Almanac of
American Politics, 2002. Washington,
DC: National Journal, 2001.

Clymer, Adam. “GOP Pushes Congress
Strategy That Shuns Dole.” New York
Times, October 23, 1996, p. Al.

Fair, Ray C. “The Effect of Economic
Events on Votes for President: 1992
Update.” New Haven, CT: Cowles
Foundation Discussion Paper No. 1084,
1992.

Ferejohn, John A. “A Tale of Two
Congresses: Social Policy in the

Contemporary Elections: 1990-Present 139

Clinton Years.” In Margaret Weir, ed.,
The Social Divide: Political Parties and
the Future of Activist Government.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998, pp.
49-82.

Fiorina, Morris P. Divided Government.
New York: Allyn and Bacon, 1996.

Fiorina, Morris, Sam Abrams, and Jeremy
Pope. “The 2000 U.S. Presidential
Election: Can Retrospective Voting Be
Saved?” British Journal of Politics 33
(2003): 163-187.

Hetherington, Marc. “The Media’s Role in
Forming Voters’ National Economic
Evaluations in 1992.” American
Journal of Political Science 40 (1996):
372-395.

Jacobson, Gary. “The 1994 House
Elections in Perspective.” In Philip A.
Klinkner, ed., Divided Government:
Change, Uncertainty, and the
Constitutional Order. Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1996, pp.
61-84.

. The Politics of Congressional
Elections, 5th ed. New York: Addison
Wesley Longman, 2001.

Ornstein, Norman J., Thomas Mann, and
Michael J. Malbin. Vital Statistics on
Congress, 2001-2002. Washington,
DC: American Enterprise Institute,
2002.

Pianin, Eric. “Gore Declines Bid for '92
Nomination.” Washington Post, August
22,1992, p. AS.

Renshon, Stanley. “The Polls: The
Public’s Response to the Clinton
Scandals, Part 2: Diverse Explanations,
Clearer Consequences.” Presidential
Studies Quarterly 32 (2002): 412-427.

Stephanopolous, George. All Too Human:
A Political Education. New York: Back
Bay Books, 2000.

Washington Post. “Mary and Mort, the
Pick of the Pundits,” November 13,
1994, p. C1.




Section Two: Issues

Abortion

In 1973, in the landmark case Roe v.
Wade, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, by a
7-2 majority, that the state of Texas could
not restrict a woman'’s ability to have an
abortion (O’Connor 1996). The majority
based its ruling on the 1965 case Griswold
v. Connecticut, in which the Court deter-
mined that the state of Connecticut could
not outlaw birth control because such a
law violated an individual’s right to pri-
vacy. Similarly, a state, such as Texas,
could not infringe upon a woman’s right
to privacy to end her pregnancy (O’Con-
nor 1996). At the time of the ruling, about
one-quarter of Americans vigorously cele-
brated, another one-quarter were morally
outraged, and the rest fell in between
these two extremes. Similar to 1973,
although there remain strong proponents
of—as well as opponents to—abortion,
public opinion rests firmly in the “mushy
middle.” Indeed, although most Ameri-
cans today favor the pro-choice position,
they also strongly support modest to
major restrictions on when one may have
access to the procedure.

The Mushy Middle

Although abortion has been one of the
most controversial issues debated since
the early 1970s, most have remained in
the middle of the debate, refusing to com-
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pletely favor one side over the other.
Indeed, since the mid-1970s, a majority—
or at least a strong plurality—of Ameri-
cans have consistently believed that
although abortion should be legal, some
restrictions should be placed on the proce-
dure. Today, 51 percent support this view,
whereas only one-quarter believe it always
should be legal and only 22 percent argue
it always should be illegal (Saad July 2002).
Although there has been some variation in
these percentages over the years, they
have remained relatively consistent. For
instance, according to a recent study, the
strongest support received by the “legal
under any circumstances” position was in
June 1992, when 34 percent chose that
option (its lowest score was in January
1985, when only 21 percent agreed). The
highest score that the middle view gar-
nered was in August 1997, when 61 per-
cent of respondents believed that abortion
should be legal only under certain circum-
stances (the lowest score came in June
1992, when a 48 percent plurality agreed).
The strongest support for the always-ille-
gal side occurred in May 2002, when 22
percent agreed (the lowest support for this
view occurred in June 1992, when only 13
percent agreed). According to this study,
then, it appears that the pro-choice side
gets the consistent support of between
one-quarter and one-third of the popula-



tion, the pro-life side receives the support
of between 15 and 25 percent, and the
vast majority (50-60 percent) remains in
the middle of the debate (Saad July 2002).
The latter segment is comfortable with
neither the abortion-on-demand view nor
the outright outlawing of the procedure.

When more categories are offered to
respondents, however, a slightly pro-
restriction undercurrent among the pub-
lic is revealed. For instance, only 37 per-
cent of Americans argue that abortion
should be legal under any or most cir-
cumstances. Conversely, 61 percent
believe it should be illegal or legal in only
a few cases. Nonetheless, these data
demonstrate that most Americans sup-
port some form of legal abortion, as only
22 percent favor outlawing it in all situa-
tions (Saad July 2002).

Moreover, there are several situations
in which the public takes an overwhelm-
ingly pro-choice view. For instance, when
pregnancy is a threat to the woman’s life
(84 percent support) or health (83 per-
cent), or the result of rape or incest (79
percent), Americans strongly support the
pro-choice position (Saad January 2002).
Indeed, public support for these positions
is so strong that very few pro-life candi-
dates favor outlawing abortion when
these circumstances are present. These
issues tend to be “off of the table” as can-
didates for public office debate whether
abortions should be allowed under other
circumstances. Although majorities of
the public also support abortions when a
woman’s emotional health is threatened
(54 percent approve) or there is a strong
chance that the fetus will be born with a
defect or abnormality (66 percent), these
majorities are much smaller than those
found with the aforementioned situations
(Robinson 2002).
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Public Favors Some Restrictions

In other circumstances, however, the pub-
lic is very supportive of placing restric-
tions on access to abortion. Indeed,
majorities support parental notification
laws, which require minors to get the
approval of at least one of their parents
before an abortion can be performed.
When asked in a recent survey if girls
under the age of 18 should be required to
“obtain the consent of at least one of their
parents before having an abortion,” 82
percent of Americans answered affirma-
tively (Saad July 2002). Similarly, 70 per-
cent support laws that require informing
husbands prior to the procedure (Saad Jan-
uary 2002). Additionally, 86 percent favor
laws that require doctors to inform
patients about possible alternatives before
agreeing to perform an abortion. Ameri-
cans also favor limiting both second- and
third-trimester abortions, when fetal via-
bility outside of the womb often is at
issue. According to a recent poll, 69 per-
cent of the public oppose those performed
in the second trimester of pregnancy,
whereas only 24 percent approve. Even
more dramatically, 86 percent believe that
third-trimester abortions should be ille-
gal, whereas fewer than one in 10 (8 per-
cent) support them (Saad July 2002).

The public also is not generally sympa-
thetic to lifestyle abortions. For instance,
62 percent believe it should be illegal for
a woman to abort her pregnancy solely
because she cannot afford the child. Sim-
ilarly, by a margin of 51-39 percent, most
favor outlawing abortions performed
because tests show the baby will be men-
tally impaired (Saad July 2002). A recent
study also reveals that only about one-
quarter support abortions that are per-
formed to ensure motherhood does not
interfere with the woman’s career. The
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poll also found that very few Americans
support abortions performed because the
couple does not want to marry (35 per-
cent), the woman and her family do not
want more children (39 percent), or a
teenager would need to drop out of
school (42 percent) (Saad January 2002).

The Importance of Question Wording
Public opinion polls about abortion pro-
vide excellent examples of the impor-
tance of question wording when attempt-
ing to gauge public attitudes. Indeed, a
lot of the variation observed in polls can
be attributed to how questions are
worded and which factors are stressed.
For instance, a recent study found that
although the public generally views abor-
tion as murder, how the question is
phrased affects the margin. When asked
if they agree or disagree that “abortion is
murder,” a majority of the public, by a
57-36 percent margin, says that it is. The
percentages move slightly, however,
when respondents are asked if they con-
sider it to be “the same thing as murder-
ing a child” or not the same “because the
fetus really isn’t a child.” With this word-
ing, 50 percent take the former view, and
38 percent choose the latter option.
When the question is presented as an
oblique choice of thinking of abortion as
“an act of murder, or don’t you feel this
way,” a 48 percent plurality argue it is
murder, but a strong 45 percent disagree
(Saad January 2002).

The differences produced by question
wording also can be seen when observing
the partial-birth abortion debate (dis-
cussed below). The data indicate that
when the lateness of late-term abortions
is emphasized, and especially when the
exception for saving the life of the
mother is included, Americans (in a re-
cent poll, 77 percent) oppose the proce-

dure. However, when these two factors
are not mentioned and the involvement
of a doctor is stressed, Americans nar-
rowly (51-43 percent) support keeping
the procedure legal (Saad July 2002).

Pro-Life versus Pro-Choice
Further evidence of the divided nature of
public opinion regarding abortion is seen
when the public is asked if they are pro-
choice or pro-life. According to a recent
poll, Americans are evenly divided, as 47
percent describe their views as pro-
choice and 46 percent as pro-life (Saad
July 2002). Among those who identify as
pro-life, 31 percent believe abortion
should always be illegal, and 59 percent
argue it should be legal in only a few cir-
cumstances. Only 9 percent of this group
believe it should be legal in most (5 per-
cent) or all cases (4 percent). Among pro-
choice Americans, half (50 percent) argue
that it should be legal in all circum-
stances, whereas 19 percent believe it
should be legal in most, and a little more
than one-quarter (27 percent) think it
should be legal in only a few instances.
Only 3 percent of those who identify as
pro-choice believe abortion should
always be illegal (Saad January 2002).
These data show that even though the
pro-choice and pro-life movements are
relatively evenly split in their support
among the public, the pro-choice side
may have weaker commitment from its
adherents than its counterpart. Indeed,
whereas only 5 percent of those who
identify as pro-life believe abortion
should be legal in most cases, 27 percent
of pro-choice Americans believe it should
be illegal in most situations (Saad Janu-
ary 2002). This seeming inconsistency
among a significant portion of pro-choice
Americans may be the result of compet-
ing values within that segment of the



population. Although they may be gener-
ally opposed to abortion, their steadfast
commitment to the few instances in
which they believe it should be legal may
help override their personal opposition to
the procedure generally, thereby pushing
them to identify with the pro-choice side
of the debate.

Pro-Choice Movement on the Defensive!
Additionally, the pro-choice movement
seems to have lost some steam. For
instance, in 1995, 56 percent of the public
called themselves pro-choice, whereas
only 33 percent self-identified as pro-life.
Since that time, the number of Ameri-
cans identifying as pro-choice has
dropped steadily while the number of pro-
life adherents has concurrently increased
(Saad July 2002). This shift in public opin-
ion may be the direct result of a relatively
recent change in the focus of the abortion
debate. Since 1995, pro-life organizations
have successfully set the abortion agenda,
focusing the public’s attention on the pro-
cedure labeled as partial-birth abortion by
opponents. Polls show—the most recent
by a margin of 63 to 35 percent—that
most Americans would vote for a law that
made it illegal to perform partial-birth
abortions except to save the life of the
mother (Saad July 2002). This generally
late-term procedure involves the partial,
feet-first delivery of the fetus/child.
While the head is still in the birth canal,
a catheter perforates the soft tissue at the
back of the head, collapsing the skull, so
it can be removed from its mother. Over
the past several years, the extensive dis-
cussion of this gruesome procedure prob-
ably has caused many Americans to rea-
son that there are, indeed, circumstances
in which they would limit access to abor-
tion. The result, evidenced by the data
presented above, has been a decrease in

Abortion 143

the percentage of the public self-identify-
ing as pro-choice.

The number of Americans who view
abortion as morally wrong (53 percent)
also has increased. Today, only 38 per-
cent claim it is morally acceptable, and
only 8 percent believe it is acceptable in
certain situations (Franz 2002; Saad July
2002). Moreover, among those who
believe it is morally acceptable, more
than one in four (26 percent) believe it
generally should be illegal. Conversely,
only 11 percent who find it morally
wrong nonetheless believe it should be
generally legal (Saad January 2002). Addi-
tionally, when asked if abortion would be
an option for them or their partner, by a
strong margin (66-23 percent), most say
it would not (Franz 2002). It seems, then,
that although Americans do not favor
outlawing abortion, they also are very
reluctant to personally embrace the
procedure.

Religion: The Root of Abortion Beliefs?

Although gender does not seem to
strongly influence views about abortion
(Saad January 2002), religious commit-
ment and religious tradition appear to
shape one’s beliefs. For example, by a
margin of 71-26 percent, those who iden-
tify as “not very religious” favor keeping
abortion legal in all or most situations.
The middle category on the religious
scale, those who identify as “fairly reli-
gious,” is evenly divided on the issue; by
a 51-48 percent margin, they favor allow-
ing abortions in most or all circum-
stances. Nonetheless, among this group a
41 percent plurality believe abortion only
should be allowed in limited cases.
Among those who identify as very reli-
gious, 68 percent believe it should be ille-
gal or available only in limited circum-
stances, whereas 27 percent argue it
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should be allowed in most or all situa-
tions (Saad January 2002). Further evi-
dence of religious beliefs shaping abortion
attitudes is found when those who oppose
the procedure are asked to explain their
opposition. Half (50 percent) cite their
religious beliefs as the main reason for
opposing the procedure (Robinson 2002).

Religious tradition also appears to
shape attitudes toward abortion. Accord-
ing to one survey, 52 percent of all Amer-
icans support the procedure in all or most
circumstances, and 43 percent believe it
should be mostly or always illegal.
Among white evangelical Protestants,
however, 63 percent favor the latter posi-
tion, and only 34 percent believe abor-
tions should be mostly or always legal.
Conversely, Catholics, by a margin of
55-43 percent, and white Protestants, by
a 2:1 margin (66-33 percent), are more
likely than the general public to support
the procedure (Robinson 2002).

The Influence of Abortion
Attitudes on Politics
Although religious beliefs appear to
shape how Americans view abortion,
their beliefs about the procedure have
helped to shape the coalitions that con-
stitute the nation’s political parties (Lay-
man 2001; O’Connor 1996, p. 157).
Indeed, there is strong evidence that
those who support access to abortions
and those who do not fall into separate
political camps. Among Democrats, for
instance, 59 percent argue that abortion
should always or mostly be legal,
whereas 37 percent disagree. Conversely,
among Republicans, 58 percent believe
that abortions should always or mostly
be illegal, whereas 40 percent have the
opposite view (Robinson 2002).

When one examines how citizens vote,
there is even stronger evidence that abor-

tion attitudes shape the parties’ electoral
coalitions. For instance, 2000 exit polls
revealed that Americans who believe it
should be illegal in all cases (according to
the exit poll, 13 percent of the electorate)
voted, by a margin of 74-22 percent, for
George W. Bush over Al Gore for presi-
dent. Additionally, among those who
think abortion should be illegal in most
cases (27 percent), Bush received 69 per-
cent of the vote (to Gore’s 29 percent).
Conversely, among those who believe it
should be legal in all cases (23 percent),
70 percent backed Gore, whereas only 25
percent supported Bush. Similarly,
among those who posit that abortion
should be legal in most cases (33 per-
cent), Gore outpolled Bush 58 to 38 per-
cent (ABC News 2000).

Conclusion

America’s elites remain strongly divided
over the issue of abortion as Democratic
politicians generally favor allowing abor-
tions in most circumstances and Repub-
lican officials generally support restrict-
ing it to a limited number of cases.
Similarly, among the general public,
those who oppose restrictions are less
religious and tend to identify as and vote
for Democrats, while those who favor
them are more religious and identify as
and vote for Republicans. Nonetheless,
although the public remains divided, it
appears that a general consensus has
emerged, as most Americans believe
abortions should be allowed, but that
they should not be available on demand.
Indeed, a strong plurality fall neither in
the pro-choice nor pro-life camps, favor-
ing either few or many restrictions on
when, and under what circumstances, an
abortion can be performed.

Brett M. Clifton
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Affirmative Action

The term affirmative action was first
used by President John F. Kennedy in
1961, as he revised Executive Order No.
10925 to state: “The contractor will take
affirmative action to ensure that appli-
cants are employed, and that employees
are treated during employment, without
regard to their race, creed, color, or
national origin” (Kull 1992, p. 200). From
this wording it would appear that the
term referenced a proactive attempt to
eliminate discrimination as a part of the
work environment. However, govern-
ment agencies soon began redefining the
term to require that goals and timetables
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be established for the hiring of racial
minorities. Through the actions of the
Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission and the rulings of the U.S.
Supreme Court, by the early 1970s pref-
erential hiring and racial quotas repre-
sented affirmative action in the eyes of
the federal government (Sniderman and
Carmines 1997).

It is this later definition that has dom-
inated political debate, media coverage,
and research ever since. Much of the
research on attitudes toward affirmative
action has relied on survey data from the
National Election Studies (NES) and the
General Social Survey (GSS). Most of this
research has focused on special prefer-
ences for targeted groups, primarily
African Americans. On occasion, surveys
will include questions in relation to
improving opportunities or targeted
recruitment of minority populations, but
such questions are rarely asked on a con-
sistent basis over a number of years.

Attitudes over Time

When we look at the early years of affir-
mative action in the late 1960s and the
early 1970s, there is little indication of
where public opinion stood on the issue.
It wasn’t until University of California
Regents v. Bakke was working its way
through the courts that surveys began to
include questions related to affirmative
action. In the Bakke case a white student
sued the medical school on the grounds
that lesser qualified black students had
been admitted while he had been denied
admission twice. In 1978, the U.S.
Supreme Court eventually ruled in Bakke
that state universities could not set aside
a fixed quota of seats for minority stu-
dents. Considering race as one of many
factors when selecting students, however,
did not violate the Constitution’s equal
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protection guarantee according to the
court.

Due to the publicity surrounding the
Bakke case, the Gallup Organization
began polling citizens’ attitudes on affir-
mative action. In 1977, Gallup included
the following question: “Some people say
that to make up for past discrimination,
women and members of minority groups
should be given preferential treatment in
getting jobs and places in college. Others
say that ability, as determined by test
scores, should be the main consideration.
Which point comes closest to how you
feel on this matter?”

In this first survey 10 percent of
respondents thought minority groups
should get preferential treatment in get-
ting jobs. The large majority, 83 percent,
thought ability should be the main con-
sideration. Support for preferential treat-
ment was lowest among white respon-
dents, with only 8 percent supporting
such policies. Though black respondents
were the most supportive of preferential
treatment, at 27 percent, in the 1977 sur-
vey a large majority of black Americans
opposed such policies.

The Gallup Organization continued to
use this question for 14 years with little
fluctuation in support for preferential
treatment. In fact, in 1991 support
among all respondents remained exactly
the same. Support among white respon-
dents increased by 1 percentage point,
and support among black respondents
had decreased 6 percentage points.
Though other polling organizations find a
little more or less support for preferential
treatment of minorities in employment
and education, throughout the 1980s and
1990s a large majority of Americans did
not support such policies (for a more
extensive review of polling trends and

affirmative action, see Steeh and Krysan
1996).

Public Opinion on Affirmative

Action at the Turn of the Century
Today race remains one of the most
debated subjects in the political arena.
Americans are often divided in their opin-
ions about the best way to handle the
racial inequalities evident in today’s soci-
ety. The National Election Studies is a
biennial national public opinion survey
conducted by the Center for Political
Studies at the University of Michigan
(NES surveys are available at www.
umich.edu/~nes/index.htm). One of the
most widely used surveys in political sci-
ence, the NES tracks opinions in a num-
ber of different policy areas. In 2000 the
NES included the following question
about affirmative action: “Some people
say that because of past discrimination
blacks should be given preference in hir-
ing and promotion. Others say that such
preference in hiring and promotion of
blacks is wrong because it gives blacks
advantages they haven’'t earned. What
about your opinion—are you for or against
preferential hiring and promotion?”

Like the Gallup question on affirma-
tive action, the 2000 NES question
defines affirmative action policy as pref-
erences.

In Table 1, the results of the 2000 NES
question are presented. Looking at this
table, we see that only 16 percent of all
respondents approve of preferences in
hiring or promotion. Like the earlier sur-
veys, more than 80 percent of Americans
are against such policies. When we look
at respondents broken down by race, we
see that whites are least supportive, with
91 percent stating they disapprove of
preferences. Unlike the earlier Gallup
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Table 1 Approval of Affirmative Action for Blacks

Approve Disapprove

All Respondents 16% 84%
By Race

White 9% 91%

Black 63% 37%

Asian 21% 79%

Native American 10% 90%

Hispanic 18% 82%
By Gender

Male 14% 86%

Female 18% 82%
By Party

Democrats 24% 76%

Republicans 6% 94%

Independents 15% 85%
By Ideology

Liberal 26% 74%

Moderate 11% 89%

Conservative 7% 93%

N = 1628.

Source: National Elections Studies 2000.

surveys, a majority of black respondents,
63 percent, now supports preferences in
hiring and promotion. Asians and His-
panics also show slightly greater support
for affirmative action than whites, at 21
and 18 percent, respectively.

Affirmative Action and

Partisan Identification

In Issue Evolution: Race and the Trans-
formation of American Politics, Edward
Carmines and James Stimson (1989)
show that since the early 1960s, there
has been an evolution in public percep-
tion of where the parties stand on racial
issues. The Democratic Party is viewed
as the party supporting programs in-
tended to improve the lives of racial
minorities, including affirmative action.
Republicans, by contrast, have been

viewed as opponents of such programs,
arguing that affirmative action is reverse
discrimination and unconstitutional.
Looking again at Table 1, we see re-
spondents’ answers to the 2000 NES
question grouped by partisan identifica-
tion. In it we see that differences on the
issue of affirmative action evident among
party elites are not as apparent in the
U.S. public. Respondents who identify
with the Democratic Party are the most
supportive of preferences in hiring or pro-
motion for blacks. However, 76 percent
do not support such policies. As we
would expect, respondents who identify
with the Republican Party are least sup-
portive, with only 6 percent approving
preferences. Though slightly more sup-
portive of affirmative action than Repub-
licans, only 15 percent of independent
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identifiers approve of preferences in hir-
ing or promotion for blacks.

Affirmative Action and

Political Ideology

A second common division among the
public is that of political ideology. A
political ideology is a set of beliefs or
principles about the role of government.
In the United States, political ideology is
most often discussed in terms of Iiberal
and conservative. Individuals who iden-
tify themselves as liberals tend to support
a more active role for government. They
believe that government can improve the
lives of its citizens through programs tar-
geting such areas as poverty, education,
health care, and the environment. Con-
servative identifiers tend to think that
government should have a less active role
in citizens’ lives. They believe that the
problems facing citizens can best be
solved in the private sector or at the local
level.

When it comes to racial issues, liberals
have often been very supportive of poli-
cies intended to improve the lives of
minorities and protect against discrimi-
nation. Conservatives, in contrast, have
not supported such policies. They argue
that government should enforce laws
prohibiting discrimination but refrain
from implementing policies intended to
make up for past discrimination.

We find in Table 1 that, as expected,
respondents who identify themselves as
conservative are least supportive of prefer-
ences in hiring or promotion for blacks.
Only 7 percent of conservatives approve of
affirmative action policies. Respondents
who self-identify as moderates show only
slightly more support than conservatives,
at 11 percent. Most surprising is the small
amount of support for preferences among
respondents who self-identify as liberals.

Though they do show the most support,
26 percent, a large majority of liberals does
not approve of preferences in hiring or pro-
motion for blacks.

Affirmative Action for Women

Why do so few Americans support affir-
mative action for blacks? One reason
may be that the policies are intended to
help blacks, and though most Americans
won'’t publicly condone racism, racial
resentment is still very prevalent in to-
day’s society (Sidanius et al. 2000). An-
other reason may be that Americans see
preferences in hiring and promotion as
counter to egalitarian values (Sniderman
et al. 1996). (For a more comprehensive
coverage of this debate, see Sears, Sida-
nius, and Bobo [2000]).

One way to investigate this question is
to compare support for affirmative action
when the policy targets women with sup-
port when it targets blacks. In 1996 the
General Social Survey included separate
questions about affirmative action for
women and blacks (GSS surveys can be
found at www.icpsr.umich.edu:81/GSS/).
The questions read as follows: “Some
people say that because of past discrimi-
nation, blacks should be given preference
in hiring and promotion. Others say that
such preference in hiring and promotion
of blacks is wrong because it discrimi-
nates against whites. What about your
opinion—are you for or against preferen-
tial hiring and promotion of blacks?” and
“Some people say that because of past
discrimination, women should be given
preference in hiring and promotion. Oth-
ers say that such preference in hiring and
promotion of women is wrong because it
discriminates against men. What about
your opinion—are you for or against pref-
erential hiring and promotion of
women?”



If support for affirmative action was
race-neutral, we would expect to find the
same percentage of respondents not
approving of preferential hiring and pro-
motion for women as we do for blacks. In
Table 2, we see that, at least for some
respondents in the 1996 GSS survey, that
is not the case. Overall, 10 percent more
respondents support affirmative action
programs when they are targeted at
women. When we look at the results bro-
ken down by race, we see that blacks are
as supportive of affirmative action for
women as they are when such programs
are intended for other blacks. The same
cannot be said for whites and other
minorities. Almost 10 percent more
whites and 16 percent more nonblack
minorities approve of preferences in hir-
ing and promotions for women.

The same pattern appears when
respondents are broken down by gender,
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partisan identification, and political ide-
ology. Women and men show 10 percent
greater support for preferences in hiring
and promotion for women than for
blacks. Of respondents who identify with
the Democratic Party, 36 percent approve
of affirmative action programs for
women, and only 25 percent support the
same programs when they are targeted at
blacks. Among Republicans, 5 percent
more respondents support preferences in
hiring and promotion for women than for
blacks. The largest difference is among
independents, where 31 percent support
affirmative action for women and only 16
percent support affirmative action pro-
grams for blacks.

The results in Table 2 suggest that, at
least for some Americans, the intended
beneficiary of affirmative action programs
influences their support. Regardless of
gender, party identification, or political

Table 2 Approval of Affirmative Action for Women and Blacks

Approve Disapprove Approve Disapprove
Women Women Blacks Blacks
All Respondents 27% 74% 17% 83%
By Race
White 20% 80% 11% 89%
Black 51% 49% 50% 50%
Other 38% 62% 22% 78%
By Gender
Male 24% 76% 14% 86%
Female 28% 72% 19% 81%
By Party
Democrats 36% 64% 25% 75%
Independents 31% 69% 16% 84%
Republicans 13% 87 % 8% 92%
By Ideology
Liberal 34% 67% 26% 74%
Moderate 26% 74% 14% 86%
Conservative 20% 80% 12% 88%
N = 1821.

Source: 1996 General Social Survey.
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ideology, respondents in the 1996 GSS
survey were more supportive of affirma-
tive action for women than of the same
programs for blacks. Only black respon-
dents appear consistent in their support.
One should note that even with these dif-
ferences a large majority of Americans
does not support preferences in hiring and
promotion, despite the group intended to
benefit from the program.

Question Wording

The primary focus of this chapter has
been on public opinion for affirmative
action programs that promote prefer-
ences in hiring and promotion for women
and blacks. This is due to the promi-
nence of such questions in surveys and
the attention such questions have been
given by politicians, the media, and polit-
ical scientists. This does not mean that
all Americans think of affirmative action
in the manner asked in most surveys.
How a question is asked in a survey can
influence greatly the answer given by the
respondent (Asher 1995).

Question wording has been found to
have a large amount of influence in the
answers given by Americans when they
are polled on issues of race (Sigelman and
Welch 1991). Support for affirmative
action is often greater when the survey
question includes a statement suggesting
that quotas are not part of the definition.
Americans have also shown greater sup-
port for affirmative action programs that
stress job training and educational assis-
tance for blacks (Bobo and Kluegel 1993).
Such variation in respondent answers has
caused some scholars to suggest dropping
the term affirmative action altogether
from questions and focusing instead on
the content of the specific policy (Steeh
and Krysan 1996). In any case, a reader
should always take into consideration

the wording of questions being asked
when interpreting poll results.

Conclusion

I have looked at public opinion as it
relates to affirmative action programs
that call for preferences in hiring and pro-
motion for blacks. Most public support
for such programs has been very low
from the late 1970s to the present. Only
African Americans have become more
supportive over the years. Regardless of
gender, partisan identification, or politi-
cal ideology, large majorities do not
approve of affirmative action programs
that stress preferences in hiring or pro-
motion for blacks.

Further, the amount of support for
affirmative action is influenced by the
population the program is intended to
benefit. Support for preferences is greater
when affirmative action programs are
targeted at women. Again, this pattern
remains when we take into account a
respondent’s gender, partisan identifica-
tion, or political ideology. African Amer-
icans were the only group that approved
of affirmative action at the same levels
despite the program’s intended benefici-
aries. This finding suggests that racial
attitudes may play a part in the support
that Americans are willing to give prefer-
ence programs.

Chris T. Owens
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Alienation

Political alienation is a set of attitudes or
opinions that reflect a negative view of
the political system. This characteristic
distinguishes it from cultural, social, or
psychological alienation. The root of this
concept, “alien,” underscores the percep-
tion of distance or feeling of separation
behind these attitudes. Just as a new-
comer or immigrant is initially struck by
the strangeness of a new setting, the polit-
ically alienated individual finds the polit-
ical world to be uncomfortable. Voting is
seen as an infrequent act that bears little
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meaning to daily life, and politics and
government often appear remote and
irrelevant to one’s immediate concerns.

Political alienation represents a less-
than-positive view of the political world;
it indicates a displeasure with political
leaders and institutions. Robert Lane
defined the concept of alienation as “an
individual’s disapproval of the way polit-
ical decisions are made” (1962, p. 162). In
a similar vein, Franz Neuman describes
alienation as a “conscious rejection of
the whole political system which ex-
presses itself in apathy” (1957, p. 290).

Political alienation, as Neuman sug-
gests, can include a sense that one is pow-
erless to influence the political system.
Such individuals often feel incapable of
having any meaningful impact on politi-
cal events or developments. However,
there are also alienated individuals who
have this same negative view of politics.
But instead of withdrawing from politics
or becoming apathetic, they choose in-
stead to direct their energies to nontradi-
tional ways of expressing political opin-
ions, such as protest or civil disobedience.

As such, political alienation represents
a general disillusionment and disen-
chantment with the political system, but
the concept includes different dimen-
sions, some of which may be present, in
different degrees, in an alienated individ-
ual. Furthermore, the dimensions of
alienation can arise from different factors
and can have a variety of behavioral con-
sequences.

The Measurement of Alienation

A major advance in approaching the defi-
nitional problems of alienation was the
research on the dimensionality of this
concept (see Finifter 1970; Clarke and
Acock 1989; Niemi, Craig, and Mattei
1991; Weatherford 1991, 1992). This type
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of inquiry breaks down the larger concept
of alienation in order to specify the
“dimensions” of alienation by identifying
the different ways in which political
alienation may be expressed: powerless-
ness or inefficacy, a perceived lack of gov-
ernment responsiveness, and cynicism.
Powerlessness reflects the individual’s
belief that he or she is unable to affect
the course of political events and out-
comes. Survey questions from the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s American National
Election Survey, which are used to mea-
sure the dimension of powerlessness,
include: (1) “People like me don’t have
any say about what the government
does” (agree/disagree) and (2) “I don’t
think public officials care much what
people like me think” (agree/disagree).
Government responsiveness represents
a more general evaluation of how recep-
tive political institutions are to input
from all individuals in society, not sim-
ply the individual per se. This dimension
refers to beliefs about whether political
parties offer meaningful choices among
candidates, whether elections provide an
effective way for citizens to influence the
political system, and whether elected
bodies are representative of the general
public (Gilmour and Lamb 1975). Survey
questions tapping this dimension in-
clude: (1) “How much do you feel that
having elections makes the government
pay attention to what the people think—
a good deal, some or not much?” and (2)
“Over the years, how much attention do
you feel the government pays to what
people think when it decides what to
do—a good deal, some or not much?”
Political cynicism, also known as dis-
trust, refers to the belief that the govern-
ment is not producing policies according
to expectations; the noncynical are gen-
erally satisfied with the procedures and

products of government (Erikson, Lutt-
beg, and Tedin 1980). The following sur-
vey questions are used to measure this
dimension of alienation: (1) “How much
of the time do you think you can trust
the government in Washington to do
what is right—just about always, most of
the time, or only some of the time?”; (2)
“Would you say the government is pretty
much run by a few big interests looking
out for themselves or that it is run for the
benefit of all the people?” (yes/no); (3)
“Do you think that quite a few of the
people running the government are
crooked, not very many are, or do you
think hardly any of them are crooked?”;
and (4) “Do you think that people in gov-
ernment waste a lot of the money we pay
in taxes, waste some of it, or don’t waste
very much of it?”

Trends in Political Alienation

Since the 1960s, Americans have become
less attached to the two major political
parties, less trusting of elected officials
and political institutions, and less confi-
dent in their own abilities to influence
the political system. Nearly every public
opinion poll taken since 1964 has shown
a dramatic decline in the public confi-
dence in political leaders and institu-
tions. Surveys conducted by the Univer-
sity of Michigan’s Center for Political
Studies confirm this trend, as presented
in Figure 1 below. Other surveys have
also confirmed this trend (see, e.g., Coun-
cil for Excellence in Government 1997;
Pew Research Center 1998).

The Effect of Political

Developments and Events

This increase in political alienation has
been influenced and shaped by the direc-
tion of governmental policies or specific
actions taken by political leaders during
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Figure 1 Trends in Political Alienation, 1964-2000

Source: Indices of “External Efficacy,” “Government Responsiveness,” “Trust in Govern-
ment,” National Election Studies Cumulative Data File, 1948-2000.

this period. The growing disillusionment
with the conduct of the Vietnam War
under the administrations of Democrat
Lyndon Johnson and Republican Richard
Nixon, coupled with the urban unrest
that erupted in the late 1960s, certainly
affected the general public’s assessment
of the capabilities and competence of pub-
lic and party officials (Tolchin 1998). The
slowly evolving revelations of Watergate,
with widespread implications for other
political figures outside the Nixon White
House, led many Americans to question
the impact of the electoral process, and
large campaign contributors were shown
to have influenced major decisions, rang-
ing from government contracts to ambas-
sador appointments. As additional politi-
cal scandals, from Abscam to Iran-Contra

to Bill Clinton’s impeachment trial,
unfolded in subsequent decades, feelings
of alienation continued to grow among
the American public.

A related development is the height-
ened media coverage of crises and scan-
dals in government, leading some to
blame the overzealousness of the post-
Watergate media for this growing alien-
ation (Garment 1991; Sabato 1991). Oth-
ers have described this trend as a result of
years of “bad news” rather than a reflec-
tion of the manner in which this news
was communicated (Craig 1993).

The Consequences of

Political Alienation

The three different dimensions of alien-
ation may combine in different ways and
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result in a variety of behaviors. A cynical
individual, who nonetheless feels that
voting is an important way to influence
the political system, is likely to want to
“throw the rascals out” (Citrin 1974) and
will continue to vote. In contrast, a cyni-
cal individual who feels powerless as
well is likely to stay home on Election
Day. Much of the research in the field of
social science has underscored the vari-
ety of ways in which alienated Ameri-
cans have reacted to growing feelings of
disenchantment and disillusionment
over politics.

Increased Support for

Third-Party Candidates

In certain electoral contexts, many alien-
ated individuals are provided with an out-
let for their frustrations. Specifically, such
individuals can and do protest the current
state of political affairs by voting for a
third-party candidate for president (Het-
herington 1999; Southwell and Everest
1998). This type of protest voting repre-
sents an extension of the rejection voting
model (Fiorina 1981; Kernell 1977; Key
1966), whereby voters displeased with a
certain policy or personality within their
party defect to another party.

As is well established in rational
choice literature, a strategic individual
will usually vote for his second prefer-
ence in a situation in which his first pref-
erence is unlikely to win, therefore
avoiding a “wasted” vote (Black 1978;
Cain 1978; Downs 1957). In contrast, the
alienated voter often behaves in an oppo-
site manner to the strategic voter. She
may gravitate toward a third-party candi-
date because that candidate has less
chance of victory. The protest voter has
been described as one “who may vote for
a third party not so much to unseat the
incumbent as to reduce the majority sta-

tus of that incumbent and so send a mes-
sage of dissatisfaction” (Bowler and
Lanoue 1992, p. 489). This research found
that protest voting was more likely to
occur in those districts in which third-
party strength was weakest. Alienated
individuals per se may not regard a vote
for an unlikely winner as “wasted” but
rather as a statement of dissatisfaction.

Decreased Voter Turnout

Without a third-party candidate to pro-
vide an outlet for voter dissatisfaction,
alienation can and often does lead to
abstention. Many nonvoters are those
who have become dissatisfied with the
available options in U.S. electoral poli-
tics, and the pool of nonvoters now
includes many “dropout” voters who
may have actively supported a particular
candidate or party in the past (Cavanagh
1981). To many of these individuals, vot-
ing is no longer a creative political act
but has become a mere reaction and a
simple endorsement of the status quo
(Schuman 2002). As is well documented
in the literature, alienated individuals are
less likely to vote, even after controlling
for all of the other demographic factors
that affect voter turnout (Nownes 1992;
Reiter 1979; Southwell 1985, 1986; Teix-
eira 1987, 1992.)

Increased Support for Political Reform

There is also considerable evidence that
alienated Americans are more likely to
rally behind certain electoral reforms or
“elite-challenging” behaviors (Craig
1993; Tolchin 1998). Alienated individu-
als are more likely to favor term limits
for elected officials (Southwell 1995), and
the politically alienated are more likely
to vote against ballot measures (Magleby
1984). Other researchers conclude that
such individuals are more likely to sup-



port tax-limiting ballot measures (Lipset
and Schneider 1983; Sears and Citrin
1983).

Increased Levels of Protest

Activity and Civil Disobedience

The aforementioned consequences of
political alienation are conventional in
comparison to the responses of alienated
Americans who actively engage in public
protests or acts of civil disobedience. Fol-
lowing the antiwar protests and urban
uprisings during the 1960s and 1970s,
researchers began to examine possible
links between alienation and unconven-
tional behaviors. In general, feelings of
powerlessness and a perceived lack of
government responsiveness lead to in-
creased disruptive behavior, more so than
does cynicism or a negative attitude
toward current governmental leaders and
institutions (Muller, Jukam, and Seligson
1982; Craig 1993). Cynicism appears to
be somewhat related to protest behavior,
but this response is confined to liberals
(Citrin 1977; Useem and Useem 1979).

Conclusion

Political alienation in the United States
has increased dramatically since the
1960s, as the events of Vietnam, Water-
gate, and other scandals unfolded. Social
scientists investigating alienated atti-
tudes have broken them down into three
dimensions: powerlessness, government
responsiveness, and cynicism. Research
suggests that these dimensions combine
in various ways to affect the subsequent
behavior of individuals, leading to non-
voting, support for third-party candi-
dates, support for political reforms, and
sometimes unconventional forms of
behavior such as protest activity.

Priscilla L. Southwell
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The Campaign

Political campaigns attempt to influence
public opinion, and volumes of research
have documented successes and failures.
Surprisingly little research, however, has
explained how campaign organizations
decide upon effective messages or has
investigated the reasons for their effec-
tiveness. This entry examines the science
that consultants use to devise, perfect,
and execute campaign messages—partic-
ularly of the attack or negative variety—
and argues that this scientific approach
succeeds because it supplies voters with
precisely the education they need to
make informed choices about competing
candidates.

The substance of this entry is drawn
from my own professional experience
and observations of how campaign orga-
nizations utilize strategic information
research. I have worked closely, for many
years, with Fred Steeper, a widely
respected Republican pollster and con-
sultant. In that capacity, I have managed
and analyzed comprehensive research
programs for dozens of candidates for fed-
eral, state, and local offices.

Many of the specific research applica-
tions described here have been developed
by Steeper, who was also responsible for
each campaign’s overall research design
and ultimate strategic recommendations.
Other consultants use similar tech-
niques, or variations on the techniques
described here, and some may have
developed techniques even more sophis-
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ticated than these. (Many campaigns,
however, do not use the full range of
techniques described here. There are
many reasons a given technique may not
be used. A given campaign’s consultant
may not be aware of a given technique,
may not have the capacity to execute it,
may not be able to afford it, or may not
believe it would be appropriate for the
campaign in question.)

The Benchmark Poll

An extensive benchmark poll, conducted
soon after the identities of both candi-
dates are firmly established, is critical for
determining a plan of attack. The sub-
stantive material tested in the poll is typ-
ically compiled by professional back-
ground researchers (sometimes referred
to as opposition researchers). Opposition
researchers examine in great detail the
voting records, newspaper stories, and
old campaign materials of both candi-
dates. The object is to cull from this
material a complete picture of each can-
didate’s history of issue positions, legisla-
tive votes, and public statements.

If the candidate has held any kind of
legislative office, for example, a back-
ground researcher will compile, examine,
and summarize every vote that the can-
didate cast. Special attention is given to
patterns of ideologically extreme votes,
votes against politically popular legisla-
tion, and those where the legislator was
the only person to vote in a particular
manner.

A typical organization for the poll
questionnaire itself is to begin with a
warm-up question about the general
direction of the state or country, then ask
about awareness and favorability of polit-
ical figures and other people in the news,
followed by trial-heat matchups for vari-
ous offices that will be on the ballot that
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November. After the trial heats, it is
common to measure job performance for
candidates currently holding some elec-
tive office. Voters would also be asked
what issue or issues they believe to be
most important.

The remainder of the questionnaire
would test opinions of policy proposals
that both sides have made and reactions
to attack themes that could be used
against each candidate. These are drawn
from the opposition research report and
are typically presented as batteries of
questions. For example: “Here are some
things you might learn about [candidate’s
name] voting record in Congress. For each
ong, please tell me if it makes you much
more likely, somewhat more likely,
somewhat less likely, or much less likely
to vote for her for Governor, or if it makes
no difference to your vote.” Another
series of questions might simply state
each candidate’s position on various con-
troversial issues and ask with which side
the voter agrees. The objective of all these
question batteries is to test each side’s
potentially strongest positives and most
troublesome vulnerabilities, as well as to
simulate the range of messages voters
might hear over the ensuing months.

The main part of the survey typically
finishes with a second reading of the trial
heat, prefaced with a statement such as
““Now that we have discussed the race for
[office/position] in more detail, T am
going to ask again a question I asked ear-
lier.” Those giving a different answer at
the end than at the beginning might be
asked, open-ended, the reasons why they
changed sides or are no longer undecided.

Analyzing the Benchmark Poll

There are a number of ways to assess the
power of the various pieces of potential
attack information being tested. The

most obvious is to rank-order the items
about the opponent from largest to small-
est percent responding “much less
likely” to each one. This gives a general
sense of the relative revulsion with
which voters react to each piece of infor-
mation. Many campaigns are inclined to
rely on little more than this rank-order
(and crosstabs of certain attack items
with certain strategic subgroups) to deter-
mine the best communication strategy.

Many campaigns ask a larger question,
which cannot be answered by the
crosstabs or marginal rank-ordering of
attack items alone: Will raising a given
issue really change people’s votes? The
simple rank-order does not show any
prima facie relationship with actual
switching of votes, and an attentive con-
sultant will therefore make a more thor-
ough analysis of the data. There are often
pieces of information toward which a
great many voters will react negatively,
but that do not move many votes. It could
be that the information is already widely
known (and therefore already included in
the vote calculus). In other instances, the
information may be negative, and there-
fore earn a negative reaction, but simply
not be salient enough to change a vote.
Simply rank-ordering the items, there-
fore, is not sufficient for determining
what moves voters to switch.

The open-ended question “What are
some of the reasons why you changed
your vote?” is valuable because the vot-
ers themselves say, in their own words,
what was most important in moving
them from one candidate to the other.
However, voters may not be able to
remember all the reasons they changed
allegiances or the relative importance of
each reason.

To offer even more systematic under-
standings of opinion, Market Strategies



has found one effective use of applied
multiple regression analysis as an unob-
trusive means of measuring attitude
change. When used in conjunction with
other techniques, such as the open-ended
“Why did you change?” question, it can
provide important confirmation of sus-
pected reasons for trial-heat movement.
The information items about the candi-
dates are coded as continuous scales,
ranging from “best for opponent” to “best
for our candidate,” with neutral re-
sponses in the middle. These are treated
as independent variables predicting the
late trial heat, which is also coded as a
continuous scale (opponent-undecided-
our candidate).

However, each voter’s initial inclina-
tion in the trial heat is likely to exert
some influence over how he reacts to the
information items themselves. Negative
information about his preferred candi-
date, and positive information about the
candidate not supported, may be dis-
counted. Furthermore, voters may have
already been aware of some of the attack
information and factored it into their ini-
tial vote choice.

It is important, therefore, to control for
voters’ initial leanings in the trial heat.
This is accomplished by building a two-
step multiple regression model predict-
ing the late vote, entering the early vote
on the first step, and then using a step-
wise method to select which of the infor-
mation items should be entered on the
second step. The relative size of the stan-
dardized regression coefficients of the
selected information items can then be
compared to determine the relative
strength of each item in driving early-to-
late vote change.

Presumably, the way in which voters
respond to the information items will be
conditioned in part by their existing can-

The Campaign 159

didate preference. Computing a partial
correlation between each item and the
late vote, controlling for the early vote,
determines the portion of the relationship
that is independent of existing candidate
preference. Because the early vote is
taken into account, this essentially yields
a relationship between each information
item and change in vote preference.

The analyst would prepare a simple
table to streamline the presentation.
Each row of the table would represent a
single information item. Columns would
be included for the overall net percent
more likely (i.e., to vote for the candidate
based on that information minus percent
less likely), the zero-order (Pearson’s t),
and partial (controlling for early vote)
correlations between each item and the
late vote, as well as the size of each
item’s standardized regression coefficient
(beta) in the final regression model.

The information items are then sorted
by size of the standardized regression
(beta) coefficients and/or partial correla-
tions with the late vote. This gives the
analyst a concise picture of which infor-
mation items have the strongest relation-
ship with vote change. Such an analysis
provides an important blueprint for a suc-
cessful campaign.

Quualitative Research

Once the most fruitful areas of attack are
determined, small focus groups of swing
voters are typically convened to test the
most effective means of executing those
attacks. The moderator’s goal is to intro-
duce the candidate information to
respondents, lead a discussion about it,
and explore respondents’ thoughts and
reactions. Often, the language and tone
voters use, and the way they suggest
things to each other, will provide critical
insights into how issues and information
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can be most effectively framed. The
responses participants give contain a rich-
ness and texture that are impossible to
capture in a telephone survey. Focus-
group participants notice things, consider
things, and turn over things in their heads
much like real voters do over the course
of a political campaign. Participants can
therefore give insights that cannot be cap-
tured in a survey; those insights can be
incorporated into the texture and tone of
the ensuing campaign advertising. Fram-
ing and presenting information using lan-
guage and images that voters understand
are critical for maximizing the impact of
that information.

The moderator may also show mock
television spots and have participants
react using electronic instant-response
dials. Aggregate participant reactions
would be represented as a moving line,
superimposed over the spot; the modera-
tor would later probe these reactions dur-
ing a discussion period. A thorough ad-
test analysis will break out separate
reaction lines for those initially voting
Republican, Democrat, and undecided. A
successful attack spot moves the lines for
all three groups (Republican, Democrat,
undecided) significantly into negative
territory. An adequate attack spot moves
undecided voters and those initially sup-
porting the ad’s sponsor (the attacker)
into negative territory but leaves the tar-
get’s supporters around the neutral point.
A poorly executed attack spot moves
only the attacker’s partisans into nega-
tive territory but drives undecided voters
and the target’s supporters into positive
territory (indicating the spot generated
sympathy for the target or even a back-
lash against the attacker).

In this manner, the polling and qualita-
tive research work together to first iden-
tify attack information that is relevant

for voters, then present that information
in a manner that they understand and
can act upon.

A Textbook Illustration

The 1994 Tllinois gubernatorial campaign
provides an excellent example of how
such strategic research can both educate
an electorate and establish a candidate
advantage. Incumbent Jim Edgar was a
moderate Republican first elected by a
narrow margin in 1990. His first term had
been marked by neither spectacular
achievements nor ignominious scandals;
it might best be characterized as quiet but
solid management of state government.

Edgar was challenged by Chicago
Democrat Dawn Clark Netsch, the in-
cumbent state comptroller and a former
state senator (1973-1991). She won a
bruising three-way primary in March by a
45 percent to 36 percent to 15 percent
margin, after placing third in public opin-
ion polls as recently as January (Hardy
1994). Netsch was widely credited as hav-
ing won the primary on the strength of
three television spots, which showed her
(a slightly built, gray-haired, older
woman) sinking trick pool shots. The tag
line was “Dawn Clark Netsch: A Straight
Shooter for Illinois,” and she blanketed
the airwaves with these spots in January
and February (Kirby 1994). A poll con-
ducted in the wake of the primary showed
voters knew little about the substance of
Netsch’s issue positions or proposals—
but Edgar enjoyed only a 6-point lead (49
percent to 43 percent).

Opposition research revealed some
potentially fruitful avenues of attack.
Netsch was the only state legislator to
vote against several bills increasing or
imposing mandatory minimum sen-
tences for particularly horrific-sounding
crimes; she also voted against the death



penalty at nearly every opportunity. As
she explained, these votes were the prod-
uct of deep convictions and firm princi-
ples: she opposed the death penalty, and
she thought judges should be granted the
maximum discretion in imposing sen-
tences. Such positions were not unpopu-
lar with the urban, upscale, lakefront lib-
erals who comprised a large portion of
her senatorial district and had reelected
her by comfortable margins. It seemed
unlikely that such positions would res-
onate favorably with the rest of the
state’s voters, however.

In addition to Netsch’s crime votes,
the benchmark poll tested her proposal
for education reform. Because Netsch’s
education proposals included a tax com-
ponent, the natural impulse in Republi-
can circles was to attack her for support-
ing a tax increase. (The proposal involved
increasing some income taxes and
decreasing property taxes by less, yield-
ing more money for education and
spreading those dollars around to various
districts more equitably.) Others argued,
however, that Netsch’s voting record on
crime should be attacked instead. The
benchmark poll was designed to provide
some guidance in choosing the most
effective use of limited campaign dollars.

The poll included a battery of informa-
tion items about Netsch’s education and
tax proposal, asking voters the extent to
which each aspect made them more
likely or less likely to support her pro-
posal. As Table 1 shows, reactions to the
proposal were mixed; voters liked the
additional education funding, as well as
the property tax reduction, but balked at
the additional income taxes. Although
these items do not measure a direct
impact on the gubernatorial vote per se,
Netsch had invested so much of her cam-
paign in the education and tax proposal,
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and tried to identify herself so closely
with this proposal, that support for that
critical proposal could be thought of as
support for her candidacy.

Reactions to her crime votes, by con-
trast, were anything but mixed: the sur-
vey closed by asking the trial heat a sec-
ond time. Edgar’s margin jumped from
49-43 percent to 55-35 percent. When
asked, open-ended, why they changed
sides, a large majority of voters cited
Netsch’s record on crime issues. Given
these results, the crime issue seemed the
most logical area of emphasis: Netsch
appeared to be far from the mainstream
of state opinion on the issue, it was likely
that few voters were aware of her outly-
ing views, and once voters were informed
of her views they tended to side with
Edgar. (In a regression model predicting
the early vote, tax plan items dominated
the crime items. This indicates that
Netsch’s current trial-heat standing was
much more a product of public informa-
tion about her tax plan than her voting
record on crime. Indeed, there had been
very little mention of her crime votes
during the primary campaign, but much
had been made recently of her education
and tax plan.)

The correlation analysis and regression
model served to reinforce this finding.
Table 3 shows, for each item, the overall
“net more likely,” the zero-order (Pear-
son’s r) and partial (controlling for the
early trial heat) correlations with the late
trial heat, and the beta coefficient in the
regression model. Netsch’s opposition to
the death penalty looked like an excep-
tionally fruitful line of attack: it had one
of the strongest beta coefficients in the
model, and one of the largest overall “net
less likely” percents. Although some
aspects of Netsch’s tax proposal might
make her vulnerable, all of the crime
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Table 1 Reactions to Netsch’s Education and Tax Proposal

Here are some other things about Netsch’s tax proposal. For each one please tell me if it makes
you more likely or less likely to support her proposal. (If More/Less) Would that be much
(more/less) likely or just somewhat (more/less) likely? (Rank-ordered by percent much less

likely.)

Much Smwt Smwt Much Not DK

More More Less Less Imp

Collapsed
Ref More Less

QB55. She proposes to increase 7%
the state income tax by 42 percent.

QA55. She proposes to increase 8%
the state income tax from 3
percent—to 4.25 percent.

Q58. Her tax proposal raises 13%
income taxes by 2.5 billion dollars.

QAA59. Her tax proposal would 27%
provide an additional 280 million
dollars to Chicago city schools.

QB59. Her tax proposal would 29%
provide an additional 280 million

dollars to Chicago city schools,

270 million dollars to suburban

Chicago schools, and 450 million

dollars to downstate schools.

Q56. Her proposed income tax 25%
increase would allow a 9

percent reduction in property

taxes.

Q57. Her proposed income tax 39%
increase would provide an

additional one billion dollars to

Mlinois public schools.

15 25 47 2 3 23% 72

19 30 38 4 1 27% 68

23 24 31 5 4 36% 55

22 17 27 4 3 49% 44

28 16 19 4 5 57% 35

32 18 16 5 4 57% 34

23 16 15 4 3 62% 31

items had a strongly negative impact on
her vote.

I have deliberately excluded the more
detailed regression coefficients and sta-
tistics that it would be customary to
report in a scholarly paper or journal arti-
cle. The purpose of Table 3 is to re-create
the kind of presentation that a political
researcher would use in analyzing a pre-

election benchmark poll. The analysis
aims at quickly and concisely presenting
the nature of relationships between
“learning exercise” information and the
impact of that information on voting.
The qualitative research confirmed the
poll findings and gave some guidance for
executing the message. Focus-group par-
ticipants had a mixed reaction to Netsch’s



Table 2 Reactions to Netsch’s Crime Votes
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Here are some things you might learn about the way Dawn Clark Netsch voted on the crime
issue when she was a state senator from 1973 to 1990. For each one please tell me if it makes
you more likely or less likely to vote for her for governor. (Rank-ordered by percent much less

likely.)
Much Smwt Smwt Much Not DK M
More More Less Less Imp Ref More Less
Q65. She voted against the death 7% 6 22 58 5 2 13% 79

penalty in nearly all murder cases
including murder of police officers,
paramedics, and minors; and voted
against the death penalty in cases
of murder by drug dealers or for
those convicted of a second murder.

Q66. She voted against most proposals 6%
for longer jail sentences, including

voting against life sentences for

third-time convicted felons.

Q68. She voted against stricter laws 9%
on the use of firearms in a crime,

including voting against a 10-year

minimum sentence for an armed

felony, and against a 20-year

minimum sentence for a second

armed felony.

Q69. She voted against stricter 9%
penalties for juvenile offenders,

including voting against making

it a crime to join a street gang and

against trying minors convicted

of an armed felony as adults.

Q67. She voted against proposals 17%
to restrict parole, bail, and good

time credit, including voting

against a proposal to deny parole

for the most serious convicted

felons.

6 27 54 5 2 12% 81

7 29 47 5 3 16% 77

12 27 46 4 2 21% 73

17 23 35 4 4  33% 59

education and tax plans, but few ex-
pressed much passion one way or the
other. When discussion turned to her
votes on crime and the death penalty,
however, there was a marked change in
the room. Many participants grew quite
animated. Some expressed shock and dis-

belief that any elected official could have
really cast the votes that Netsch did. The
groups concluded that if the votes could
be documented appropriately, then
Netsch was simply not a credible candi-
date for statewide office. The campaign
concluded from this exercise that
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Table 3 Impact of Netsch Information on Late Trial Heat

Net More Zero- Partial

Likely Order (Early Vote) Beta
Q69 Opposed stricter juvenile measures -52 31 .29 .10
Q65 Against death penalty in all cases -66 41 .28 .10
Q58 Raises taxes by $2.5B -19 49 28 .09
Q55 Increase the state income tax percent -45 45 24 .07
Q67 Against parole restrictions -26 25 21 .07
Q66 Opposed longer sentences -69 .35 .28 n.s.
Q68 Against armed crime sentences 61 .30 23 n.s.
Q59 Additional dollars to various schools +13 40 22 n.s.
Q56 Allows 9% property tax reduction +23 .42 .20 n.s.
Q57 Provides $1B to schools +31 41 .13 n.s.

Netsch’s voting record on crime, accom-
panied by thorough documentation,
should be publicized as widely as possible
and as quickly as possible. Furthermore,
tests of ads detailing Netsch’s crime votes
confirmed the effectiveness of the execu-
tion: moment-to-moment reaction lines
were sharply negative, even among those
initially supporting Netsch.

Edgar’s campaign mounted a major
advertising offensive in mid-June, focus-
ing on Netsch’s crime votes and opposi-
tion to the death penalty. Over the course
of two weeks, the Edgar campaign spent
roughly $750,000 saturating the elec-
torate with these messages. At the end of
June, Edgar’s margin in the trial heat had
climbed from 6 points to 29 points, and
his net advantage on handling the crime
issue jumped from 10 points to 37 points.
When asked, open-ended, why they were
supporting Edgar rather than Netsch,
crime and the death penalty dominated
the responses. Edgar went on to win in a

landslide.

Conclusion

In the case of 1994 Illinois, it could be
argued that the statistical tie in April was
the product of an electorate casting its

vote based largely on partisan and idio-
syncratic considerations (such as Dawn
Clark Netsch’s ability to sink trick pool
shots), rather than a well-informed con-
sideration of the issue positions and
records of each candidate. The Edgar
campaign’s use of strategic research iden-
tified the information voters needed
most and how to communicate that
information best.

As much as some voters complain
about the negative tone of attack adver-
tising, candidates continue to use it
because it is highly successful at shifting
votes. This entry has examined the
underlying science that makes such cam-
paign communications so potent an
influence on public opinion. Political
campaigns seek to educate voters about
the nature of the choice between the
candidates and, in so doing, win the max-
imum number of voters for the mini-
mum possible expenditure. The science
of strategic information research enables
candidates to determine exactly which
information an electorate needs about
the opponent—and how to supply that
information most effectively.

Christopher C. Blunt
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Campaign Finance Reform

Campaign finance reform captivates the
mass media and Washington elites and is
a cottage industry within the academic
community. Some view money in politics
as an evil that must be rooted out,
whereas others are skeptical that money
corrupts in the way that reformers de-
scribe. Advocates for change especially
point to the importance of campaign
finance reform to Americans as a major
justification for altering the way in which
campaigns are funded. As it turns out,
however, public opinion data offer little
evidence that the public cares about this
issue or even knows much about it. These
facts are based on an extensive review of
questions asked by major polling organi-
zations, and the findings are remarkably
attuned to changing political conditions.
Whether or not the issue is receiving sig-
nificant attention in Washington, whether
or not reformist Senator John McCain is
running for president, the contours of pub-
lic opinion on the issue of campaign
finance follow consistent patterns. Three
main areas will be addressed: (1) campaign
finance reform is not a policy priority for
most all Americans; (2) the public strongly
supports the concept of reform and gener-
ally favors most reforms, though question
wording can affect the levels of support;
and (3) most Americans believe that
reforms will not change politics signifi-
cantly, which may be due to the lack of a

Campaign Finance Reform 165

link between trust in government and
campaign finance.

Reform as a Low Priority
Calls for reform usually include the bat-
tle cry that Americans are clamoring for
change. In announcing new legislation,
Republican John McCain of Arizona said,
“I believe that the country wants this
reform. There is no doubt about the
explosion of soft money. There is no
doubt that it has gridlocked us here in
Washington and the message of the last
election is that Americans do not want
that.” But the public opinion data suggest
otherwise. There are three ways to assess
whether campaign finance is a policy pri-
ority. An open-ended polling question
asks, “What do you think are the two
most important issues for the govern-
ment to address?” Individuals voluntar-
ily offer issues rather than choose from a
preset list. When this question is asked,
campaign finance falls at or near the bot-
tom of the list, with 1-3 percent of the
population volunteering reform as a pri-
ority. This result is germane to whether
campaign finance is currently being
debated, an issue entrepreneur is advo-
cating for change, or a campaign finance
scandal is captivating Washington, D.C.
Results from one poll appear in Table 1.
The second type of question, forced
response, places campaign finance in a list
of issues and asks individuals to state
which is the most important for the gov-
ernment to address. For example, a ques-
tion taken from a Fox News poll reads,
“Of the following issues, which do you
think is the most important for Congress
to be working on right now? . . . The econ-
omy, education, Social Security, home-
land security, military defense, taxes,
energy issues, campaign finance reform.”
Again, campaign finance typically falls
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Table 1 Policy Priorities of the U.S. Public

Issue Area Percent
Education 18
Health care (not Medicare) 14
Not sure/Refused 14
Social Security 13
Crime/Violence 11
Taxes 10
Drugs

The economy (nonspecific)

Other

Gun control

Medicare

Abortion

Federal deficit/Budget

Foreign policy (nonspecific)
Qil/Gas prices

Environment

Welfare

Employment/Jobs

(Programs for) the poor/Poverty

Programs for the elderly (not Medicare/Social Security)

Domestic/Social issues (nonspecific)
Defense

Homelessness

Issues involving children

AIDS

Campaign finance
Human/Civil/Women'’s rights
National security

Peace/World peace/Nuclear arms
Family values (decline of)
Immigration

Morality/Sex on TV (television)
Race relations

Reducing the size of federal government
Religion (decline of)

(Bill) Clinton sex scandal/(Monica) Lewinsky/Impeachment

General elections/Presidential primary issues
Teen pregnancy/sex

World hunger

Elian Gonzalez
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Source: Harris Poll, July 24, 2000.

near or at the bottom of policy priorities.
Education, taxation, and national defense
far eclipse the funding of political cam-
paigns as issues of import. See Figure 1 for
a 1999 survey that reflects the results on
this type of question.

The final and least reliable method is to
simply ask directly whether campaign
finance should be a priority for Washing-
ton. Here a larger proportion of Ameri-
cans believe that the issue should be a
high priority, but still many do not view
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Social Security reform

Quality of education

Don’t know/Refused

Tax relief

National defense and foreign affairs

Health insurance reform

Medicare reform

Crime and drugs

HMO reform

I—

I
Economic growth and job creation [T ]

—

I—

1

Campaign finance reform

Figure 1 Policy Priorities of the U.S. Public
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Source: American Viewpoint National Monitor Survey, April 19, 1999.

campaign finance reform as urgent. This
query does not require individuals to face
the reality that agenda space is scarce. At
any point there are innumerable ques-
tions for policymakers to consider, but
reality dictates that only a limited num-
ber can be considered. Failure to force
individuals to choose violates the basic
trade-offs in politics, a point that political
scientist Robert Weissberg has made in
the context of polling questions that ask
people whether they would like to see
additional funding for a given policy area.

Despite the revealed preferences evi-
denced in polling data, when asked
directly why campaign finance reform
might fail in an April 1997 NBC News/
Wall Street Journal poll, only 22 percent
responded that it was because reform was
a low public priority, with an over-
whelming 69 percent answering that

“special interests and politicians will
oppose changes.” And those who feel
that politicians will hold up the legisla-
tion tend to blame both parties equally.
In a 2002 poll of individuals who did not
believe action would occur on campaign
finance, 72 percent ascribed blame to the
Democrats and the Republicans.

Widespread Support for Reform

Although there is little evidence that
campaign finance reform is a policy pri-
ority for most Americans, there is over-
whelming evidence that Americans favor
the concept of reform generally. A ques-
tion such as “Based on what you have
heard or read, do you favor or oppose
Congress passing new campaign finance
laws?” elicits large majorities in favor of
new regulations. The campaign finance
issue has been defined such that citizens
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believe reform is a positive even if dis-
agreement exists over specifics.

Favorability toward particular reforms
often depends on the way in which a
question is worded; question-wording
effects are a common problem in public
opinion. A question that defines soft
money as “unlimited large contributions
given by corporations and labor unions”
elicits strong support for new regula-
tions, whereas a question referring to
contributions that promote “grassroots
attempts to get out the vote and educate
voters” has the opposite effect. For
instance, a study commissioned by the
Committee for the Study of the Ameri-
can Electorate (1994) asked:

Some people have suggested changes
in the way elections for Congress are
conducted. I'd like your opinion
about a few of these suggestions. . . .
Another proposal would eliminate
contributions of something called soft
money/grass roots money. Soft
money/grass roots money is a contri-
bution given to a nonprofit group or
political party, instead of to a candi-
date, for purposes of educating voters
and increasing their participation in
elections. Which of the following two
statements comes closer to your view
about eliminating soft money/
grassroots money? It would be good
because it gives people a way around
campaign contribution limits, and the
money is often spent in ways that
indirectly help a particular candidate,
or it would be bad since it is the only
reliable source of money to support
activities involving the average
citizen.

A subset was polled using the term soft
money, and others were asked the ques-

tion using the term grassroots. The over-
all results had 56 percent of the respon-
dents in favor of making no changes,
with 33 percent in favor of change. This
alteration in question wording—even for
just a portion of respondents—reversed
the results.

A similar pattern is observed in ques-
tions that ask about government funding
of campaigns. The following question
was asked in a 2000 New York Times/
CBS News poll: “Some people have pro-
posed public financing of political cam-
paigns—that is, using only tax money to
pay for political campaigns. Would you
favor or oppose public financing to pay
for political campaigns?” When the ques-
tion is asked like this, 75 percent oppose
government funding of campaigns. In a
different form, using the phrase public
financing or public funding, opposition
drops significantly.

If questions are worded in a particular
way, the public will tend to prefer any
reform. In a 1997 survey commissioned
by the Center for Responsive Politics
(CRP) and administered by Princeton
Survey Research Associates, a majority
favored either somewhat or strongly all
of the following reforms: mandatory pub-
lic financing, further restrictions on
political action committee (PAC) contri-
butions, limiting TV advertising, and
limiting contributions to political par-
ties. Simultaneously, nearly a majority
polled favored the elimination of all lim-
its on contributions.

One reason for question-wording
effects is the low knowledge levels with
respect to campaign finance law. Such
regulations are complex and require
expert knowledge to understand, so it is
not surprising that the American public
is by and large ignorant of even the basics
of the law. The CRP found that only 4



percent of those polled knew that laws
forbid corporations from contributing
directly to the campaigns of candidates
for president and Congress, and only 12
percent answered three or more of five
knowledge questions correctly.

The Effects of Reform
The public at the same time demonstrates
that they do not believe that campaign
finance reform will reduce the influence
of special interests in Washington. Large
majorities believe that reform will not
fundamentally change Washington. In a
February 2002 poll conducted during
debates over new campaign finance legis-
lation, CBS News asked: “The House of
Representatives recently passed campaign
finance reform legislation, which would
prohibit or limit various types of cam-
paign contributions. If this legislation
passes the Senate, do you think as a result
that big business will have less influence
on government, or will things go on much
as they did before?” Nearly two-thirds (61
percent) responded with the latter. A 1996
poll commissioned by the National Asso-
ciation of Business Political Action Com-
mittees (NABPAC) found that 62 percent
of respondents believe that if reform were
enacted, “campaigns would find a way
around the new rules and things would
basically stay the same.” At the same
time, as an NABPAC analysis suggests,
Americans believe that if done right, re-
form could change Washington. When
asked about laws in the abstract (i.e,
whether laws could make a difference),
Americans respond favorably. For in-
stance, the 1996 NABPAC poll found that
77 percent of respondents believed that
reform would result in the reduced influ-
ence of interest groups.

A 2001 Gallup poll asked: “In general,
if new campaign finance reform legisla-
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tion were passed, do you think it would
make our democratic form of govern-
ment work—much better than it does
now, just a little better, about the same,
just a little worse, or much worse than it
does now?” Fifty-nine percent answered
“much better” or a “little better,” with
32 percent believing nothing would
change and fewer than 10 percent arguing
that things would get worse.

One reason for these seemingly con-
flicting figures may be that campaign
finance is not strongly linked with re-
spondents’ perceptions of government.
When asked if they were satisfied with
the political process, 59 percent of respon-
dents in the CRP poll said that they were
not. Of those, only 14 percent said that
the reason for their dissatisfaction was
the perception that politicians are corrupt
or that special interests “buy” outcomes.
This suggests that of the polled popula-
tion, less than 10 percent make a direct
link between their overall view of the sys-
tem and money in politics.

Additional research supports this
claim. The National Election Studies at
the University of Michigan asks the fol-
lowing question every two years: “How
much of the time do you think you can
trust the government in Washington to
do what is right—just about always, most
of the time or only some of the time?”
“Trust” or “confidence” is usually de-
fined as answering just about always or
most of the time. Political scientists John
Coleman and Paul Manna used individ-
ual-level data from the 1994 and 1996
U.S. House elections to demonstrate that
Americans’ confidence in the federal gov-
ernment and views about their ability to
influence government are not linked to
campaign spending. At a macro level,
trust in government also is not closely
linked to campaign spending, according
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to research I have conducted on this topic
(see references and Figure 2).

The news media’s attention to cam-
paign finance bears a stronger relation-
ship to satisfaction with the political
process. Reporters pay close attention to
campaign finance and often link policy
disputes with the amount of campaign
contributions provided by interested
groups or individuals. In the 1997 CRP
survey cited above, 60 percent of Ameri-
cans who heard at least some informa-
tion about questionable fund-raising
were dissatisfied with the political
process, compared with only 45 percent
of those who had heard little or nothing.

Conclusion

Public opinion is central to the issue of
campaign finance because a main justifi-
cation for reform is that the public

demands it or that it will restore faith in
democracy. This entry has noted three
key points about campaign finance and
public opinion. First, the American pub-
lic does not view the issue as a policy pri-
ority. With the exception of issues like
education and national defense, it is diffi-
cult for any issue to consistently be
ranked as a policy priority. But the exten-
sive evidence that this issue is never a
priority contrasts with the close link
between justifications for reform and
public sentiment. Second, there is wide-
spread support for the concept of reform,
but support for specific reforms can be
altered by question wording. This is
fueled in part by limited knowledge of
existing campaign finance laws and the
various ways in which campaigns are
(and are not) funded. Third, at the same
time that reform is supported, Americans



do not believe that reforms will change
Washington in fundamental ways, which
may be due to the weak link between
confidence in government and the cam-
paign finance system. Overall, then, the
concept of campaign finance reform is a
favored if not particularly important pol-
icy for the American public.

David M. Primo
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Civil Liberties

Civil Iiberties means rights that protect
citizens from capricious governmental
imposition, as well as rights that give cit-
izens the power to change their govern-
ment. In the United States, rights com-
monly referred to as civil liberties are

Civil Liberties 171

proscribed by the Bill of Rights and, more
generally, the Constitution. As such,
civil liberties are a foundational feature
of democracy in general and American
culture in particular (Andsager 2002).
Thus civil liberties speak to the core of
American culture, yet they are not static;
Americans have exchanged certain civil
liberties for personal and national safety.
Public opinion about civil liberties is
therefore an important mechanism in the
regulation of freedom and democratic
government.

History is marked with recurring
trends in the public’s opinion of civil lib-
erties (Erskine and Siegel 1975). In gen-
eral, the otherwise affirmative public
opinion is less concerned with preserva-
tion of civil liberties for deviants—or non-
conformists—when faced by a perceived
threat to personal or national safety.
Although there are many approaches to
interpreting the dynamic trends in U.S.
public opinion about civil liberties, the
most straightforward and powerful
method is to examine changes in opinion
throughout major periods in history. As
the following overviews of historical peri-
ods show, the type and degree of threat
that tends to elicit changes in public opin-
ion of civil liberties have varied.

Revolution and the

Birth of Civil Liberties

American public opinion about civil lib-
erties originated at the beginning of the
republic itself. The overthrow of oppres-
sive British rule was fresh in the minds of
the Framers of the U.S. Constitution
when they scribed the first portion of this
document, the Bill of Rights. These civil
liberties, such as freedom of speech in
the First Amendment, are symbolic of
the imperative for civil liberties in U.S.
society.
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Although some accounts of colonial
America suggest that it was a place where
the public valued the full gamut of civil
liberties, most evidence suggests that
public opinion about civil liberties has
generally increased over time (McClosky
and Brill 1983). Although civil liberties
were the dominant theme in the Bill of
Rights, these liberties were granted only
to formally recognized citizens and not
all people residing in the nation.

Women and racial minorities were not
considered to be U.S. citizens; as such,
they were not privy to the civil liberties
granted to white male property holders.
Civil liberties were valued as a necessity
for a free and democratic society yet were
not applied to all people. Other than race
and gender, the intolerance commonly
found in colonial America was based on
religious creed (Levy 1963). Historical
records indicate that while citizen opinion
valued personal freedoms afforded by civil
liberties, such liberties were too rarely
granted to citizens outside an individual’s
religion or community (Roche 1958).

Other evidence regarding public opin-
ion about civil liberties during this time is
found in the legislative record. The entire
evolution of public opinion about civil
liberties can, in fact, be traced through
legislation. Key examples of such legisla-
tion include the 1798 Alien and Sedition
Acts, which required the deportation of
noncitizens who voiced “dangerous”
remarks about the republic or who wrote
against the government. After some time,
the “sober second thought of the people”
repealed the acts (Stouffer 1955, p. 13). An
even more blatant sign was the legaliza-
tion of slavery. Even after the Civil War,
public opinion in favor of slavery lingered.

The apparent lack of public concern for
civil liberties during early America does
not indicate a widespread lack of com-

passion. Instead, it signifies a country in
its infancy negotiating the coexistent
ideals of freedom, national security, and
personal gain. In fact, compared to most
other nations at the time, the United
States and its citizens had extremely high
standards for the preservation of civil lib-
erties (McClosky and Brill 1983).

Industrialization and the

Adolescence of Freedom

If the time of colonial America represents
the infancy of American civil liberties,
the rapid expansion of industrialization
near the turn of the twentieth century
depicts its adolescence. Several notable
shifts occurred during this time, for two
likely reasons: first, the U.S. government
was forced to mature as its population
grew, and second, a strong industrial
economy provided a platform for progres-
sive collective action. Women’s suffrage
is just one clear indicator of the extreme
shifts in public opinion that occurred
during this time (Keyssar 2000).

This era brought an increase in organi-
zational and political protest. These
types of actions were a driving force in
the evolution of public opinion of civil
liberties. The advent of labor unions and
the legitimating of labor union strikes
demonstrate how quickly public opinion
of civil liberties evolved during this time
to a level that acknowledged the free-
doms of nonconformists, or people
whose interests are counter to those of
the dominant group. The American Civil
Liberties Union was founded in 1920 and
still fights vigorously for the preservation
of civil liberties for all U.S. residents. The
trend of progressive strides made during
the nation’s adolescence is not, however,
without exception.

World War I and World War II were
some of the most threatening times to



U.S. society. Threats of this kind and
magnitude tended to result for some in
the willful exchange of civil liberties for a
sense of safety. Japanese American intern-
ment camps powerfully illustrate how
public opinion altered during this time
because of the need for personal and
national preservation. The policy of
imprisoning Japanese American citizens,
under the leadership of President Franklin
D. Roosevelt, shows how public opinion
of civil liberties of outsiders, or noncon-
formists, can be retracted when it serves
the interest of the dominant group
(Robinson 2001). Once again, however,
public opinion guided the better judg-
ment of citizens and lawmakers to recog-
nize the illegitimacy of such violations.

Tempering Liberties for the

Communist Threat

Public opinion data on civil liberties
became available around the 1950s as
research into the relationship between
communism and civil liberties was rec-
ognized. Legislative behavior, typified
and often led by U.S. senator Joseph
McCarthy, marked the fear experienced
by some Communists in the years fol-
lowing World War II.

Seminal work attempting to explain
the nature of variation in public opinion
examined factors from individuals as well
as the communist threat (Stouffer 1955).
In this study it was found that character-
istics such as age, sex, geographic loca-
tion, and education all impacted individ-
uals’ opinions. The study also found that
while most people were not concerned
about the threat of communism to indi-
vidual civil liberties per se, higher levels
of perceived communist threat were asso-
ciated with less tolerance for civil liber-
ties of nonconformists (Stouffer 1955;
Williams, Nunn, and Peter 1976). There-
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fore, the more strongly a person believed
communism posed a threat to the United
States, the more strongly the person
believed in abandoning certain civil liber-
ties of admitted Communists.

This relationship between public threat
and public opinion is consistent across
time. Although preservation of funda-
mental civil liberties for dominant groups
is persistent across time, the “gray” free-
doms afforded by civil liberties—those
protecting dissenting opinion and feared
persons—tend to wax and wane as society
changes (McClosky and Brill 1983; Nunn,
Crockett, and Williams 1978; Erskine and
Siegel 1975). Most important, the type of
change in society that most frequently
elicits change in public opinion about
civil liberties is the threat to individual or
national safety.

A Time of Polarity: Vietnam, Hippies,
and the Civil Rights Movement
Even though polling to examine opinion
about civil liberties was largely begun in
the 1950s, it was not until the post-Viet-
nam era that this mode of research
became common in scientific literature;
thus data were collected more frequently
and were more precise. The surge of
interest in public opinion was not, how-
ever, so much directed toward under-
standing favorable opinion about civil
liberties so much as intolerance of civil
libertarian principles. As such, a host of
information was collected during this
time on intolerance of civil liberties,
under the auspices that civil liberties
were innately valued by U.S. citizens.
Contrary to this idea, many studies
found that stronger opinions in favor
of civil liberties were not inborn but
were largely a product of education
(Stouffer 1955; Erskine and Siegel 1975;
Nunn 1973; Davis 1975; Montero 1975;
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Lawrence 1976; Rich 1980; Seltzer and
Smith 1985; Weil 1985). As access to edu-
cation increased over time, general public
opinion about civil liberties has evolved
to be more tolerant of nonconformists.

Recognizing that protection of civil lib-
erties is a by-product of education shows
exactly how public opinion has matured
(Erskine and Siegel 1975; McClosky and
Brill 1983). Because public opinion had
evolved to greater tolerance of noncon-
formists, political activism opposing the
war in Vietnam was more prevalent than
during previous wars (Gibson 1989).
Although the majority of the public ini-
tially favored war, this stance was juxta-
posed to the growing hippie movement,
which opposed war and valued freedom
and civil liberties at an unprecedented
level. Simultaneously, the historically
tolerant public was also composed of cit-
izens opposed to the civil rights of
African Americans.

This period was unique in the coexis-
tent public opinions wildly supportive of
unfettered civil liberties and those still
reluctant to grant civil liberties to all cit-
izens. Political intolerance egged on by
anti—civil libertarian public opinion led
to political repression during this period
(Gibson 1989). The danger of this public
opinion coalesced in the Watergate scan-
dal and the surreptitious collection of
confidential information to bolster
Nixon’s Enemies List (Erskine and Siegel
1975; Gibson 1989).

The Cold War and Valuing

Civil Liberties

Public opinion about civil liberties has
been influenced by perceived threats of
varying magnitude. The relatively peace-
ful decades following Vietnam were
marked by a dedication to civil liberties,
although one exception was found in the

Cold War-induced heightened national
alertness (Lieberman 1995). During these
times, members of the public once again
tended to sacrifice certain civil liberties
of nonconformists in exchange for pro-
tection from a perceived threat. Consti-
tutional amendments spurred by Cold
War fears validated the decreased value
in public opinion of civil liberties during
this time (Belknap 1977).

Even though familiar trends occurred
because of Cold War anxieties, the 1980s
and 1990s were mostly peaceful. Re-
search focused on the role of social insti-
tutions and personality characteristics,
rather than major historical events, as
determinants of public opinion regarding
civil liberties. For example, it was found
that conservative religion tended to
inhibit dedication to civil liberties for
nonconformists (Steiber 1980; Reimer
and Park 2001). But facets of social orga-
nization such as civil society were found
to promote opinions that were more tol-
erant of nonconformists (Hougland and
Lacy 1981; Wilson 1985; Persell, Green,
and Gurevich 2001; Hurwitz and Mondak
2002). A number of examinations showed
that personality traits such as flexibility,
self-reliance, and independence indicated
greater tolerance of civil liberties for non-
conformists (Zalkind, Gaugler, and
Schwartz 1975; Gaugler and Zalkind
1975).

Civil Liberties versus National

Safety: New Trends in Opinion?

The question inherent in any historical
analysis is what can be expected. History
suggests two patterns will hold: first, the
public’s opinion of civil liberties will
gradually become increasingly tolerant of
civil liberties for nonconformists as edu-
cational access and levels increase; and
second, threats to personal and national



safety will have a measurable but not
long-standing effect on reducing toler-
ance for civil liberties of nonconformists.
The terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, provide fertile ground to evaluate
the latter of these two expected trends.

Support for measures limiting civil lib-
erties has declined in public opinion
according to poll data collected after Sep-
tember 11 (Taylor 2002). Over time, the
percentage of the public favoring ex-
panded surveillance actions gradually
decreased. Although public concern for
civil liberties initially decreased follow-
ing September 11, additional data show
an eventual increase with time (Carlson
2002). Likewise, the proportion of the
population believing that the govern-
ment should take preventative steps to
avoid terrorism without violating civil
liberties has increased over time, whereas
the proportion of the population believ-
ing that the government should take
steps even if civil liberties are violated
has decreased over time. Both of these
sources of data yet again evidence the
temporary negative effect of perceived
threats on the public’s willingness to
extend civil liberties. It is reasonable to
expect this trend to continue over time
and that the dynamic exchange between
security and civil liberties will be played
out in public opinion time and again.

Alex R. Trouteaud
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Civil Rights: 1942-2000

One can argue that the most important
event in U.S. domestic politics during the
twentieth century was the struggle for
equality waged by black Americans and
their sympathizers. The civil rights
movement, along with the nonviolent
campaigns for civil rights undertaken by
other disadvantaged racial and ethnic
groups that it inspired, was largely
responsible for placing civil rights issues
on the agendas of the Congress, the pres-
idency, and the federal judiciary. These
movements were successful in changing
the laws governing overt race relations in
the public sphere within the United
States. But how successful have the civil
rights movements been in changing the
way that Americans—particularly white
Americans—think about blacks and
other minorities? Have whites become
more tolerant and accepting of blacks, or
do they still harbor crude and inaccurate
stereotypes? Do whites view blacks as



morally and biologically equal members
of the body politic who are entitled to
equal treatment? Are whites willing to
interact with blacks in social and resi-
dential contexts? What policies are white
Americans willing to support in order to
help blacks and other disadvantaged
groups lift themselves out of the poor
conditions that disproportionately affect
their members?

These are questions that modern
polling data can help us answer. To this
end, this entry presents the results of
national surveys conducted between 1942
and 2000 in which representative samples
of respondents were asked a variety of
questions pertaining to the attributes, sta-
tus, and rights of blacks and minorities
within the United States.

As we will see, major changes have
occurred in the way that white Ameri-
cans think about blacks and other minor-
ity groups. This does not mean that there
are no longer divisions among citizens
over civil rights issues; but as some schol-
ars note (e.g., Sniderman and Carmines
1997), the divisions today more fre-
quently center on questions of ideology
and the role of government in society
than they do on perceptions of innate
inequalities and principles of equal treat-
ment. To be sure, white animus toward
blacks still exists in the United States,
but it has abated substantially.

Whites’ Perceptions of Blacks

Historically, one pillar of racism was the
notion that whites were morally, biologi-
cally, and intellectually superior to
blacks (see Campbell and Schuman 1968;
Kluegel and Smith 1986). The data in Fig-
ure 1 indicate that since the 1960s, there
is mixed evidence to support the con-
tention that a substantial number of
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white Americans share these views. For
example, when asked whether blacks
have “worse jobs, income, and housing
than white people” because they possess
less ability, more than 70 percent of
whites answered no. The trend since the
mid-1970s indicates that today more
than 80 percent of whites do not think
blacks have less ability to succeed. Thus,
an overwhelming majority of whites
believe that blacks have the ability to
secure a good job and acquire economic
resources, a position inconsistent with
notions that blacks are biologically infe-
rior to whites. However, fewer whites are
willing to say that blacks are hardwork-
ing (only about 18 percent during the
1980s and 1990s) or that they do not lack
motivation—although the percentage
agreeing with this has gone from a low of
32 percent in 1977 to about 45 percent in
the late 1990s. Thus, a substantial num-
ber of whites believe that blacks lack the
motivation to work hard and that this
partially explains why they have not suc-
ceeded to the same extent as whites.

At the same time, though, roughly
35-40 percent of whites consider differ-
ences in economic success between
whites and blacks to be the result of dis-
crimination encountered by blacks—a
ratio that has not changed appreciably
since the mid-1970s (data not presented
in Figure 1). Likewise, roughly 50 percent
of white respondents consider black eco-
nomic status to be hindered by the fact
that blacks have not been given adequate
education opportunities, a figure that has
remained highly stable since the 1970s.
Thus, a considerable number of white
Americans recognize that blacks have
been forced to overcome many hurdles
that most whites have not faced, and that
these constraints—rather than innate
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ability and moral deficiencies—help
explain why blacks are disproportion-
ately less well-off than whites.

Another method that can be used to
estimate how whites think about blacks
is to ask how they feel about blacks.
When asked to place blacks on a feeling
thermometer that ranges from 0 to 100,
the average response since the 1960s has
been around 60. This is about 10-20
points lower than the average rating
whites gave to whites during that same
period, so it seems fair to conclude that
whites do not harbor intense hostilities
toward blacks. Somewhat surprisingly,
however, is that the average black feeling
thermometer score among whites did not
rise during the 1962-2000 time period. If
race relations between whites and blacks
genuinely improved over the last 40 years,
we might have expected whites to have

1983 '1988

1993 ' 1998

increasingly viewed blacks more warmly.
One problem, of course, is that we do not
know how warmly whites felt toward
blacks prior to the 1960s, a period when
state-sponsored as well as private discri-
mination was much more entrenched in
the United States.

White Commitment to

Principles of Equality

Evidence indicating that a large number
of whites view blacks as moral equals
does not mean that they are willing to
grant blacks equal opportunities. Blacks
might still be viewed as an out-group
that, although equal to whites in an
abstract sense, should not be afforded the
same rights and privileges as whites. The
data presented in Figure 2 demonstrate
that this is not the case: by the end of the
twentieth century, whites overwhelm-



ingly thought that blacks should be given
the same opportunities as other members
of society. For instance, by the early
1970s, more than 90 percent of whites
favored equal job opportunities for
blacks, a stark difference from the 45-50
percent who thought this was a sound
position in the mid-1940s. Similarly, the
percentage of whites who thought blacks
and whites should attend the same
schools went from a low of 32 percent in
1942 to the 90-plus region in the 1990s.
At least in principle, then, whites have
been willing to state in surveys that they
support the idea of providing blacks with
the types of civil rights that are necessary
to raise one’s standard of living. Indeed,
according to whites, the situation for
blacks was one of marked improvement
for much of the 1960s and 1970s, al-
though Figure 2 demonstrates that fewer
whites are willing to say this in the post-
1980 period.

100
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One of the ultimate tests to assess
whites’ commitment to the principle of
equal treatment for blacks is whether
they would vote for a qualified black
presidential candidate. As the trend line
in Figure 2 indicates, there has been a
steep and steady increase in the percent-
age of whites willing to vote for a black
candidate. Less than 35 percent claimed
they were willing to do so in 1958,
whereas more than 90 percent professed
they would do so in 1996. Of course, as
with many of the issues discussed here,
one must remember that we are asking
survey questions to whites while they
are sitting in the comfort of their homes.
Perhaps many are sincere when they
answer that they would vote for a quali-
fied black candidate, but how do we
really know? When given an opportunity
to do so in the real world, they might still
vote for a white candidate who is less
qualified. More cynically, whites might
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feel socially pressured in the presence of
the interviewer (particularly black inter-
viewers) to provide socially acceptable
answers. For most that would mean
answering affirmatively. Any response
other than that one would vote for a qual-
ified black candidate would demonstrate
that one possesses some racist inclina-
tions, and most—even most racists—
would probably prefer to keep that kind
of information private.

For many years blacks were legally pro-
hibited from residing in certain commu-
nities in the United States, and in others
they were deterred from residing in an
area due to private discrimination (e.g.,
homeowners might refuse to sell to
blacks). Eventually, however, laws were
passed or courts issued orders prohibiting
such conduct. Consequently, it is not sur-
prising to find that white public opinion

has increasingly opposed racial discrimi-
nation in the residential context. Indeed,
for each of the four questions presented in
Figure 3, the trend in white opinion has
been one of movement from intolerance
and exclusionary attitudes toward toler-
ant and welcoming attitudes. Thus, the
percentage of whites claiming that blacks
cannot be excluded from a residential
community and that the owner of a home
cannot refuse to sell has doubled. Simi-
larly, the percentage of whites who say
that they would not move if a black fam-
ily moved in next door increased from the
mid-50 percent range in the 1950s to 95-
plus in the late 1990s.

Less encouraging are the results for the
question whether one would move if
great numbers of blacks moved into one’s
neighborhood. In the 1950s only 20 per-
cent of whites claimed that they would
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Figure 3 White Support for Equal Housing Opportunity for Blacks



stay put. But there has been a steady
increase in the number of whites who
claim that they would not move if many
blacks entered their neighborhood, so
much so that by the late 1990s roughly 70
percent said that they would not move.
To be sure, a greater percentage of whites
are troubled by the prospect of seeing a
large influx of blacks move into their
neighborhood compared to the entry of a
single family. But the vast majority of
whites are not troubled under either sce-
nario—most whites claim that they
would not leave, period. Given the degree
to which desirable housing and attractive
neighborhoods promote one’s overall
quality of life, these trends in white opin-
ions concerning equality in the housing
context are very encouraging.

Equality and Social Interactions
between Whites and Blacks

It is one thing for whites to claim that
they see blacks as equals and that blacks
should be treated equally in the realm of
politics, employment, education, and
housing, but how do the attitudes of
whites stack up when they are asked
about interacting with blacks in a per-
sonal manner? The data presented in Fig-
ures 4 and 5 help answer this question.
Figure 4 illustrates that whites rarely
object to the idea of sending their chil-
dren to a school in which a few members
of the student body are black; indeed, in
surveys conducted over the last 30 years
more than 90 percent of whites assert
that they would not object to this possi-
bility. However, when told that half of
the student body is black, the percentage
of whites offering “no objection” re-
sponses falls off to 70-80 percent. The
percentage plummets to less than 50 per-
cent when respondents are informed that
a majority of students are black.
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Thus, for many whites it appears that
it is acceptable if their children attend a
school with a few blacks, but less so
when the school is equally split between
blacks and whites—and much less so
when a majority of students are black.
Does this mean that many whites still
harbor deep-seated racist beliefs? Per-
haps. After all, why should it matter
whether one’s children attend majority
white schools or majority black schools if
one considers whites and blacks to be
equal? To be sure, there may be nonracist
reasons for whites disliking the idea of
sending their children to schools com-
posed of a significant percentage of
blacks (e.g., perhaps whites conjure up
images of poorly funded, black-majority
schools found in many blighted urban
areas; or perhaps they think this will
require some cumbersome busing pro-
gram), but the data should give us some
pause in our rush to conclude that racism
in the United States has overwhelmingly
dissipated.

Other measures of whites’ willingness
to interact with blacks are presented in
Figure 5. Responses to these questions
show a gradual increase in the willing-
ness of whites to interact with blacks on
a personal level. Thus, whites indicating
that they would not object to a family
member inviting a black person to the
family’s home for dinner increased from
a low of 52 percent in 1963 to about 75
percent in the early 1980s. Of course, as
the data indicate, the number of whites
who have had a black dinner guest at
their home has been modest—although
there has been a slight increase in this
activity during the 1990s. Figure 5 also
reports the percentage of whites who dis-
agree with the statement that blacks
should not push themselves into areas
where they are not wanted. Clearly, an
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increasing number of whites have con-
cluded that it is okay if blacks push to
break down barriers excluding them from
certain neighborhoods, professions, com-
munity organizations, and educational
institutions, thereby bringing them into
more frequent contact with whites.
Arguably the most direct type of per-
sonal interaction between whites and
blacks comes in the form of intermar-
riage. A dinner guest leaves at the end of
the evening, but a spouse stays for a life-
time (or at least for the duration of the
marriage). Consistent with the generally
increasing levels of tolerance and com-
mitment to equality displayed by whites,
the trends regarding intermarriage are
not surprising. In the 1960s less than half
of whites supported the idea of marriage
between whites and blacks. By the end of
the 1990s more than 85 percent of whites

were not opposed to these unions. And
although the support is less robust, less
than 35 percent of whites were opposed
to intermarriage even when it involved
one of their family members. Again,
these results bode well for optimists who
believe that white-black relations in the
United States have and will continue to
improve.

Attitudes toward Government
Programs Designed to

Promote Civil Rights

Whites are increasingly willing to say
that blacks should be granted equal
opportunities and that they are not
opposed to interacting with blacks on a
personal level. But the data presented in
Figure 6 move, for the most part, in the
opposite direction. Thus, whites have
been less willing to support an active role
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Figure 5 Whites Having Personal Relationships with Blacks

for the federal government in promoting
the integration of public schools, in pro-
viding equal treatment in jobs, and in
allocating aid to blacks and other minori-
ties. At first glance these findings seem
to run counter to those presented ear-
lier—particularly those indicating that
white