
MARATHON: LOOKING BACK 
AT THE HISTORIC US ELECTION 
OF 2008

By Larry J Sabato

at the British Library 
4 March 2009

THE ECCLES CENTRE FOR AMERICAN STUDIES
www.bl.uk/ecclescentre

The Fourteenth Annual 
Douglas W Bryant Lecture
under the auspices of
The Eccles Centre for American Studies 

4273 ECCLES 14th Annual DWB Lecture:1073 ECCLES 10th DB Lecture  10/02/2010  14:50  Page 1



Published by The British Library
The design, setting and camera ready 
copy was produced at The British Library 
Corporate Design Office

ISBN: 0 7123 4453 5

Copyright © 2010 The British Library Board

4273 ECCLES 14th Annual DWB Lecture:1073 ECCLES 10th DB Lecture  10/02/2010  14:50  Page 2



at the British Library 
4 March 2009

THE ECCLES CENTRE FOR AMERICAN STUDIES
www.bl.uk/ecclescentre

The Fourteenth Annual 
Douglas W Bryant Lecture
under the auspices of
The Eccles Centre for American Studies 

MARATHON: LOOKING BACK 
AT THE HISTORIC US ELECTION 
OF 2008

By Larry J Sabato

4273 ECCLES 14th Annual DWB Lecture:1073 ECCLES 10th DB Lecture  10/02/2010  14:50  Page 3



Larry J Sabato is one of the most respected political commentators in the USA.
The Wall Street Journal calls him ‘probably the most quoted college professor
in the land’, and according to the Fox News Channel he is ‘America’s favorite
political scientist’. A former Rhodes Scholar, and lecturer at Oxford University,
he is now Director of the University of Virginia’s Center for Politics. An active
researcher and energetic teacher, he has produced an influential list of
publications – more than twenty books and scores of articles.

Douglas W Bryant (1913–1994) was educated at Stanford, Munich and the
University of Michigan. Following service as a US naval officer in World War II,
he served as Associate Librarian of the University of California at Berkeley. He
was recruited into the US Foreign Service to manage the American libraries in
Britain and arrived in London in 1950. In 1952 he began a long career at Harvard
University during which he maintained an association with the British Library. 
In 1964 he became University Librarian of Harvard and, in 1972, Director of the
University Library, a post he held until his retirement in 1979 when he helped
found the American Trust for the British Library. This was established to augment
American materials in the British Library’s collections. He served as a Trustee and
Executive Director of the Trust between 1979 and 1990 and as its President
between 1990 and 1994. In recognition of his work and support for the British
Library, the Eccles Centre annual lecture was named in his honour in 1995.
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MARATHON: LOOKING BACK AT THE HISTORIC 
US ELECTION OF 2008

Political experts and journalists remember the details of every election. It is 
our game of Trivial Pursuit. Only a few elections remain fixed in the public
imagination over time however. There is simply no question that 2008 is one
of those. Americans surprised themselves by electing an African American
president. They also seriously considered women candidates for national 
office in both parties. The economic crisis and international dramas playing
out in the forefront of the election year were equally unforgettable. 

The marathon election of 2008 – one of the nation’s longest from
candidacy announcements to general Election Day – is imprinted on the 
minds of most voters. Arguably, the 2008 presidential contest became the
most watched around the world in many decades. Certainly, I have never
before witnessed the intensity of interest from journalists in almost every
country. Emails from everyday people, requesting information and offering
opinions, poured in from every corner of the globe to shops like mine
specializing in American politics.

Decades from now, books will still be written about the 2008 extravaganza.
Yet already, the outlines of Barack Obama’s stunning ascension to power 
are clear. In this lecture, I will examine the demographics and essentials 
of Obama’s triumph.

THE BIG PICTURE PAINTED BY THE VOTERS

We are so inundated by public opinion polls prior to Election Day, and exit
polls taken at the balloting locations on Election Day itself, that we can easily
forget a cardinal rule of politics: only real votes cast by real people actually
matter. In a presidential contest, of course, those real votes by real people
make a difference state by state, not nationally. The Electoral College is built
on the constitutional principle of federalism – that states are the fundamental
building blocks of national politics. Thus, there are 51 separate contests for
president, in the 50 states plus the District of Columbia, with electoral votes
assigned based on the number of members of the House of Representatives
allotted to each state, and two additional electoral votes for the two United
States senators given each state. The District of Columbia gets three electoral
votes under a formula contained in the Twenty-Third Amendment to the US
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Constitution, ratified in 1961. The overall popular vote in the country as a
whole, while a curiosity, does not matter a whit in the actual election of the
president and vice president. As a consequence, the national popular vote
winners in 1824, 1876, 1888, and 2000 (in order, Andrew Jackson, Samuel
Tilden, Grover Cleveland, and Al Gore, all Democrats) were denied the White
House in those years.

This is an indirect system of democracy, by which qualified voters in each state
choose among slates of electors pledged to the presidential nominees of major
and minor parties. The electors of the winning party in each state meet in the
state capital in early December to cast their ballots for the party’s candidates
for president and vice president. These electoral tallies are then forwarded to
Congress, and read aloud in the US Senate chamber in early January by the
presiding officer (usually the incumbent Vice President). 

Indirect or not, the popular will prevails in most cases. A handful of electors in
American history have disregarded the vote of the people of their states and
cast blank ballots or voted for someone else; they have been termed “faithless
electors”. There was none of this in 2008, a testament perhaps to the care
with which the political parties now choose their electors in each state. A
faithless elector in the extremely close election of 2000 – a Gore delegate
from the District of Columbia who cast a blank ballot – reminded everyone 
of the central importance of electors.

Obama and the Electoral Map

In 2008, Democrats managed a remarkable transformation of the 2004
Republican Red versus Democratic Blue electoral map. Barack Obama won
nine states captured by George Bush in 2004: Colorado, Florida, Indiana,
Iowa, Nevada, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, and Virginia. Bush was
victorious in 31 states worth 286 electoral votes in 2004. Obama won just 
28 states but many were grand prizes in the Electoral College, and he vastly
outstripped what Bush had amassed in the Electoral College. Fully 365
electoral votes fell into Obama’s column, including an unusual electoral vote
from Nebraska’s second congressional district (Omaha). Nebraska and Maine
are the only states to split their electoral votes, one per congressional district
with the two senatorial electoral votes going to the statewide popular vote
winner. Obama won all of Maine’s electoral votes, and John McCain won 
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all of Nebraska’s electoral votes, save the one. Never before had either Maine
or Nebraska split its Electoral College tally. 

Obama kept every single one of the nineteen states won by John Kerry in
2004. Some of Obama’s additional states were unsurprising, such as Iowa and
New Mexico, both of which had voted for Democrat Al Gore in 2000. Others
were hard won but might be expected to vote Democratic in a good year for
the Democratic party. Ohio would be in this category. After all, Ohio was
closely divided in 2004, and a swing of just 60,000 votes from Bush to Kerry
would have given Kerry both Ohio and the presidency. Colorado and Nevada
had been fairly reliably Republican, though not by landslide margins in recent
elections. Florida had proven in 2000 how competitive it could be, and as a
national microcosm in some ways, Obama’s triumph was not stunning. On
the other hand, Bush had carried Florida, the Sunshine State, comfortably
in 2004. 

The real shockers were two Southern and one Midwestern state. North
Carolina had last voted for a Democrat in 1976 (the southerner, Jimmy
Carter), while Indiana and Virginia had stayed consistently Republican in
presidential elections since Democrat Lyndon Johnson’s landslide sweep in
1964. Indiana’s difficult economic times clearly helped Obama, as did its 
next-door neighbor status to Obama’s Illinois home state. Indiana voters were
more familiar with Obama than most, due to the reach of Chicago television.
As for Virginia, the demographic transformation of its northern region (one-
third of the statewide vote) and of the Hampton Roads area (another 20%)
had changed the Old Dominion from the northernmost Southern state
into the southernmost Northern state – or at least, a Mid-Atlantic state.
Transplants and diverse racial minorities shared little of the native
conservatism of the traditional Richmond and rural areas. Obama was 
the new arrivals’ cup of tea, and the once reliably Red state has become
permanently competitive – if not Democratic Blue, then a bright Purple.

Notice especially that Obama managed to win some states in every region 
of the nation, which offered him the electoral beginnings of a true national
coalition. Whereas Al Gore and John Kerry had been mainly restricted to the
deeply Blue Northeast, some of the industrial Midwest, and the West Coast,
Obama captured three interior West states and three large Southern states, 
in addition to expanding the Democratic reach in the industrial heartland.
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McCain’s Limited Electoral Draw 

The South remains the Republican Party’s modern base, and any Republican
who cannot hold all of the South (such as Gerald Ford in 1976, George H W
Bush in 1992, and Bob Dole in 1996) is very likely to lose. John McCain’s
failure to retain Florida, North Carolina, and Virginia guaranteed his defeat,
even if he had done reasonably well in the other regions. McCain’s campaign
was especially disappointed that the Arizonan was unable to build a bulwark
in his own region, losing three of Arizona’s neighbors, Colorado, New Mexico,
and Nevada. Had McCain not been from Arizona, it is entirely possible that
Obama could have carried it, too, given the growing power of the Hispanic
vote there. Obama will almost certainly target Arizona heavily in his expected
re-election campaign in 2012. Bill Clinton narrowly won Arizona in 1992, the
first Democrat to do so since Harry Truman in 1948, but the independent
Ross Perot’s drain on Bob Dole’s GOP [Grand Old Party, aka the Republican
Party] voters explained Clinton’s plurality win of 46.9% to 44.1% for Dole.
However, the Arizona of 2012 will look very different from the state of 1996.

By the way, McCain’s 173 electoral vote total was only marginally better than
Bob Dole’s 159 votes in 1996. These two GOP candidates were similar in
some ways, both war heroes in their seventies who appeared to echo old
coalitions and ideas not in sync with the demands of the election year. 

The Popular Vote

As I mentioned earlier, the popular vote – the accumulation of all votes cast
by Americans in the fifty states plus District of Columbia (DC) – has no legal
meaning, but symbolically the total can be a powerful component of a new
president’s mandate. Every president wants a mandate; in effect, an order
from the people to back the new chief executive and his program, but only
presidents who have won comfortable majorities actually get one. For a non-
incumbent, Barack Obama fared quite well in the popular vote. 

Obama secured the largest majority for a modern Democratic nominee
(52.9%) except for Lyndon Johnson in 1964 (61.1%). Obama’s proportion
easily bested Harry Truman’s 49.5%, John F Kennedy’s 49.7% in 1960, 
Jimmy Carter’s 50.2% in 1976, and Bill Clinton’s 43.0% in 1992 and 49.2%
in 1996. Obama also exceeded the percentages won by non-incumbent
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Republicans Richard Nixon in 1968 (43.4%), Ronald Reagan in 1980 (51.0%),
and George W Bush in 2000 (47.9%). At the same time, Obama did not
equal the percentages of two other non-incumbents, Dwight Eisenhower’s
55.1% in 1952 or George H W Bush’s 53.4% in 1988. Yet Obama’s 52.9%
appeared especially impressive because he exceeded George W Bush’s
reelection edge in 2004 (50.7%) by a wide margin. Obama also achieved 
a large enough popular vote majority to reach the “tipping point” in many
close states such as North Carolina and Florida, thereby adding to his
imposing Electoral College total.

The final national totals gave Obama 69,459,909 votes to John McCain’s
59,930,608, for an eye-popping Obama plurality of 9,529,301. McCain secured
45.7% of the total vote, with 1.4% garnered by independents and third party
candidates. Independent Ralph Nader headed the list with 737,505 votes
(0.6%) and Libertarian Bob Barr was second, attracting 523,432 votes (0.4%). 

This spread of over seven points between Obama and McCain erased any
doubts about the sweep of the Democrat’s triumph. Republicans noted that,
given President Bush’s unpopularity, the economic debacle, and the Iraq War’s
bitter aftertaste, it was a miracle that McCain fared as well as he did. Other
observers insisted this argument was a stretch. Since the Civil War, precisely
two Democrats, Franklin D Roosevelt (FDR) and Lyndon B Johnson (LBJ)
enjoyed landslide victories. The other six Democrats (Grover Cleveland,
Woodrow Wilson, Truman, John F Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton)
won with less than 51% in each of their successful elections. Remarkably,
then, Barack Obama ranks third among Democrats in the last century and a
half in the size of his popular-vote victory, trailing only FDR and LBJ. Counting
all 38 presidential elections since 1860, Obama secured the sixth highest
proportion for a Democratic nominee, after FDR’s four wins and LBJ’s one. 

Voter Turnout

The participation rate of voters was up in 2008, but not as much as most
observers had expected it to be. About 61.6% of the 213 million Americans
aged 18 and over cast early ballots or showed up at the polls on Election Day,
just fractionally more than the 60.1% that voted in 2004. The 131,235,440
voters in 2008 represented about a 7% increase from 2004, or a gain of
about 9 million votes. This surge is less impressive when compared to the
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previous presidential cycle. The voter participation boost from 2000 to 2004
was even larger, up 16% and 17 million votes. It may be that we have
reached the upper end of “normal” voter participation – about the same rates
as we saw in the three elections of the 1960s – after a long period of apathy
and lower turnout from 1972 to 2000. 

Given the extraordinary excitement experienced in 2008, and the tapping of
new technologies and techniques of contacting voters (such as text messaging,
social networking websites, and so on), one might have expected a larger
turnout. 

Could it be that fears of long lines at the polls – widely discussed in the media
leading up to Election Day – kept some voters home? Perhaps it will be far
more difficult to motivate the remaining non-voters even in stellar years,
especially the young (where the absolute number of voters grew substantially
but the overall proportion of the vote provided by those 18 to 29 year olds
did not increase greatly from 2004). 

Also, there is considerable evidence that Republicans were disillusioned and
did not turn out at their usual rate. The larger turnout among Democrats was
balanced in part by the diminished turnout among GOP identifiers. In any
event, this discussion is a kind of Rorschach test for optimism and pessimism.
The glass, or ballot booth, can be seen as half-empty or half-full. It is
reasonable to say that expectations for turnout were inflated, but the turnout
was the highest since 1968 – and surely, that is something to celebrate.

Overall, turnout was up in 33 states and in the District of Columbia. North
Carolina registered the biggest increase, from 57.8% in 2004 to 65.8% in
2008. It is no accident that North Carolina demonstrated one of the largest
partisan shifts from election to election. George W Bush carried North
Carolina by 13.4%; Obama won it by 0.4%, a swing of nearly 14% to the
Democrats. The average swing in the nation between 2004 and 2008 was
9.6%. North Carolina, like most of the South, traditionally posts lower turnout
percentages than much of the rest of the nation. Political culture and history
always play a large role, and a culture of non-participation was very much
a part of Southern history. 
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Other parts of the country have had precisely the opposite culture. For
instance, the Midwest usually scores highest in voter turnout. In 2008
Minnesota led the nation, with a turnout of 77.8%. Wisconsin, Maine, New
Hampshire, and Iowa were also at the high end of the scale. Notice that
Obama carried all five of the highest-turnout states. On the low end were
West Virginia and Hawaii, with a mere 50.6% of the voters showing up at the
polls. Arkansas, Utah, and Texas trailed in turnout just behind West Virginia
and Hawaii. McCain won all but Hawaii, suggesting again the lack of
enthusiasm among Republicans in 2008. Why was Hawaii so low, especially
given Obama’s birth ties to the Aloha State? Being halfway across the Pacific
explains it. The election was called for Obama on November 4th long before
the polls closed in Hawaii; his victory there had been certain in advance of 
the election, and he received his highest percentage vote anywhere (71.8%),
except for in Washington DC.

The State-By-State Picture

If you ever doubt America is a federal country, then just examine the election
returns. The fifty-one separate components comprising the Electoral College
each have their separate complexion in a presidential contest. Looking at the
state-by-state vote totals, Obama swept ten states with more than 60% of
the vote: California (61%), Connecticut (60.7%), Delaware (61.9%), Hawaii
(71.8%), Illinois (61.9%), Maryland (61.9%), Massachusetts (61.8%), New
York (62.8%), Rhode Island (63.1%), and Vermont (67.5%), plus the District
of Columbia (92.5%). Gargantuan California meant the most, of course –
55 electoral votes and a 14% margin over McCain. 

All of the Obama landslide states are traditionally Democratic and therefore
not much of a surprise. It was elsewhere that eyebrows were raised. The
Democrat scored a 9% victory in usually Republican Colorado, a 2.8% win 
in critical swing state Florida, a 1% shocker in consistently Republican Indiana,
solid 16.4% and 10.4% margins in supposedly competitive Michigan and
Pennsylvania, a 12.4% triumph in normally Republican Nevada, a 0.3%
squeaker in heavily Republican North Carolina, and a 6.3% upset in Virginia.
Indiana’s returns caught everyone’s attention, since the state had given
George Bush a 20% landslide in 2004. 
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Of the swing states, only Ohio proved moderately resistant to Obama. The
Buckeye State, which had produced George Bush’s second term in 2004 by a
narrow margin, switched to Obama, but by the comparatively unimpressive
margin of 4.6%. Ohio had strongly backed Hillary Clinton in its March 2008
Democratic primary. Unlike Florida, Michigan, and Pennsylvania – which 
also supported Clinton strongly – Ohio marched near the end of the Obama
parade. On the other hand, Obama’s almost 259,000-vote plurality in Ohio
was more than double George Bush’s 119,000-vote margin in 2004.

John McCain ran well in a handful of smaller, overwhelmingly Republican
states, such as Alabama (60.3%), Alaska, home of his running-mate Sarah
Palin (59.4%), Idaho (61.5%), Oklahoma, his best state (65.6%), Utah
(62.6%), and Wyoming (64.8%). Yet he was far below George Bush’s pace
even in most of these areas of strength. For example, Bush secured 71.5% 
in Utah in 2004. Even in Arizona, which he represents in the US Senate,
McCain could muster only 53.6%, and he was forced to campaign at home 
as the campaign ended. McCain’s winning showings in states such as Georgia
(52.2%), Missouri (a 49.4% squeaker), Montana (49.5%, just 2.2 % more
than Obama), and North Dakota (53.3%) were sub-par. For instance, Bush
captured Montana by over 20% and North Dakota by 27% in 2004. McCain
ran as well or better than Bush in only three states: Louisiana, Oklahoma, 
and Tennessee. Obama exceeded John Kerry’s 2004 percentages in the other
forty-seven states and Washington DC. Even more impressively, Obama
improved upon Kerry’s vote proportion in 78% of the nation’s counties. 
The 22% of counties where Obama fared worse were concentrated almost
entirely in seven states of the South: Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Texas. 

Almost all of Obama’s 9.5 million popular-vote majority was amassed in just
eight states: California, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New
Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania. These Democratic “exceptional eight”
comprise the core of the national party’s reliable vote. The only mega-state
left in the Republican column, Texas, produced a handsome plurality of just
under a million votes for McCain.
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Regional Patterns

Just as individual states have discernible political inclinations, so too do the
great American regional groupings of states. Barack Obama swept the
Northeast with 59.5% of the votes in the dozen states (plus DC) in that
region. Similarly, he achieved 60.3% of the votes in the four states of the
Pacific West. In the industrial Midwest, Obama garnered a somewhat lower
55%, even though he carried seven of the eight states, missing the eighth
(Missouri) by a whisker.

The three other grand regions were McCain’s. The South remains a GOP
bastion, though a fractured one after 2008; McCain secured 53.3% in these
thirteen states. The nine Mountain West states, including McCain’s Arizona,
yielded a tiny 50.9% majority for the Republican ticket. Finally, the four
traditionally GOP Plains States gave McCain a solid 55.7% of the votes.

THE ELECTION-DAY EXIT POLL: SLICING AND DICING HOW 
AMERICA VOTED

The history of exit polling has been a controversial one. The system of
interviewing voters as they leave the polls in order to project election winners
and break down the electorate into its constituent parts (gender, race, age,
etc.) sputtered in the miscalled presidential election of 2000, and then
completely collapsed in the midterm elections of 2002. The pollsters have
added better techniques and adopted significant reforms since then, including
the surveying of the large number of voters who cast early and absentee
ballots. All of this has helped to improve the process. Flaws remain, not least
the disproportionate refusal rates (declining to participate) of certain segments
of the population, including Republicans and some Independents who are
suspicious of polling and/or the news media.

Nonetheless, the final exit poll results – once all the adjusting and weighting
has been done – give us invaluable clues into the voting behavior of
Americans. Fully 17,836 voters were interviewed at 300 polling places
scattered across the US for this profile of the electorate, a far larger sample
than even the best public opinion polls provide prior to Election Day. On
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many national news websites (the TV networks, cable channels, the
Associated Press, etc.) you can also find exit poll data analyzed state-by-state.
For our purposes here, however, all the results are national – the mosaic
created by citizens who cast a ballot in all jurisdictions combined. Let’s review
some of the highlights and see what they can tell us about America in 2008.

Gender Wars De-escalated but Racial Divisions Intact

There has been a “gender gap” in every presidential election from 1980 to the
present, with women much more likely to vote Democratic than men. The reverse
is also true: men are much more likely to vote Republican. Women tend to be
more liberal, and men more conservative, on a wide range of issues, with the
most important being war and peace. On the whole, women are a larger voter
bloc than men. In 2008, for instance, women comprised 53% of the electorate, 
so winning them over is more politically potent.

The gender gap usually ranges from 5 to 10 points. In the 2000 Bush-Gore
contest, for instance, it was ten points: Bush received 53% of the male vote but
only 43% of the female vote. The gender gap narrowed a bit to 7% in 2004,
with Bush garnering 55% of the male vote and 48% of the female vote. John
Kerry garnered just 44% of men but won women with 51%. 

In 2008 Barack Obama managed to perform a very difficult feat by carrying
both men and women. Granted, he won men by just a single percentage
point, 49% to John McCain’s 48% (with 3% cast for other candidates).
Obama won women handily, 56% to 43%. Even though Bill Clinton defeated
Bob Dole by a wider overall margin (9%) in 1996 than Obama was able to
defeat McCain (7%), Clinton still lost men by a percentage point. Clinton 
won women by a massive 16%.

Even greater polarization could be seen in the racial breakdown. Whites (both
men and women, taken together) constituted almost three-quarters of the
entire electorate, and they chose McCain by 55% to 43% for Obama. Still, it 
is a welcome measure of racial liberalization that 43% of whites could vote for
an African American candidate. That percentage probably would have been far
smaller in earlier decades. In addition, whites identify disproportionately with 
the Republican Party, and have done so for many elections. Thus, they are
inclined to deliver a majority to most GOP candidates for president. It is wrong
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to view the voting decisions in purely racial terms; that would be a simplistic,
one-dimensional analysis. 

Again, there is quite a difference between the votes of men and women. White
men favored McCain by a whopping 16%, but white women chose McCain
by 7%. And these national averages can be deceptive. Barack Obama won a
majority of the white vote in eighteen states, including eight Northeastern states
(Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York,
Rhode Island, and Vermont), five states in the Midwest (Illinois, Iowa, Michigan,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin), one in the Southwest (Colorado), and the four
Pacific states of California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington. On the other
hand, his white percentage fell into the 10s and 20s in some Deep South states
and Border South states. Alabama (10%), Mississippi (11%), and Louisiana
(14%) were Obama’s worst states among whites, with Georgia (23%), South
Carolina (26%), Texas (26%), Oklahoma (29%) and Arkansas (30%) on the
next lowest rung.

By contrast, there was virtually no distinction among African-American men 
and women. Both genders chose Barack Obama overwhelmingly, approaching
unanimity (95-96%). Normally, Democratic presidential nominees receive the
votes of 88-90% of black Americans. Not surprisingly, pride in the possibility
that someone of their racial identity could reach the White House for the first
time produced a monolithic vote. African American turnout was higher, too,
jumping about 18% from 2004. Blacks comprised 13% of the overall electorate
in 2008, while whites fell from 77% of the total in 2004 to 74% in 2008. 

Two-thirds of Latinos and Hispanics also favored Obama with just 31%
choosing McCain – a dramatic change from the approximately 40% who voted
Republican in 2004. McCain’s residence in Arizona, a state with a relatively large
Hispanic population, and his identification with pro-immigration reform policies
did nothing to assist him. Latinos also increased their proportion of the overall
turnout from four years earlier, moving from 8% to 9% of the electorate. Latino
women were slightly more likely to favor Obama than Latino men. 

Incidentally, in the Democratic primaries, Hispanics and Latinos had favored
Hillary Clinton over Barack Obama by a margin of about two-to-one. Their quick
switch to Obama in the fall is a measure of their association with the Democratic
Party, and the degree of sensitivity that this lower-income group has to bad
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economic times. The 2% of the voters who called themselves Asian-Americans
picked Obama by 62% to 35%, and the 3% who self-identified as belonging 
to some other race (such as Native American, Pacific Islander, or multiracial) 
were pro-Obama by 66% to 31%. 

Notice that Republicans are winning a majority only of the white vote, and
not an overwhelming majority at that. In a diverse culture where, by 2042,
whites will be a minority of the US electorate, Republicans will have to
broaden their appeal to non-whites in order to win presidential contests.

The Youth Vote Awakens

One of the most exciting developments in 2008 was the awakening of the youth
vote, especially on college campuses across America. Perhaps it is more accurate
to say “re-awakening”, since young people had driven American politics in the
tumultuous late 1960s and early 1970s, as they embraced various causes from
civil rights to opposition to the Vietnam War. It is no accident that the passage of
the Twenty-Sixth Amendment to the Constitution, lowering the voting age from
21 to 18, occurred in July 1971. Unfortunately, after a burst of youth activity
during the 1972 election, voter turnout among the young drifted much lower
over the next several decades.

A ray of hope for the Democrats could be observed even in the midst of John
Kerry’s defeat in 2004. The Massachusetts Democrat won voters aged 18 to
29 years, by 54% to 45%; it was the only age group he captured, in fact. The
war in Iraq already appeared unpopular among young voters, and their views
on social issues such as abortion and gay rights were far more closely aligned
with the Democrats than the Republicans. 

In 2008 the political dam burst among the young. Attracted by Obama’s style
and multi-racial background, as well as his positions on the economy, Iraq,
environmentalism, and social issues, 18-29 year old voters delivered an
overwhelming landslide to the Democrat of 66% to 32% for McCain. Their
turnout was up slightly over 2004, about 6% by the best estimates. This is
another ominous development for Republicans, in part because the young often
keep their first party label for most or all of their life, especially when the party
identification was acquired in a memorable, intense election like 2008.
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Obama did far less well with other age groups. He won those in their 30s by 
ten points (54% to 44%), and tied McCain among those aged 40 to 64 years.
John McCain’s only clear support in the age cohorts came among his fellow
senior citizens. Those Americans aged 65 years and older picked McCain by 53%
to 45%. Naturally, they probably identified more with someone closer to their
own generation, who had experiences much like theirs. Older voters would be
especially inclined to view Obama as inexperienced, too young, and not ready
for the demands of the presidency. It also has to be said that racial prejudice is
likely greater among some of those who are older. Many senior citizens grew 
up in a segregated society, and the changes that have rapidly taken place in
America since the 1960s have not sat well with all seniors.

Combining the variables of race and age produces some fascinating results.
Barack Obama did win over one group of white voters; those aged 18–29
years gave him a handsome 10% victory. Young Latinos were also more
inclined than their elders to back Obama. The Democrat gathered an
astounding 76% of 18-29 year olds in this racial group. Once again, there
was no generation gap among African Americans. About 95 out of every 
100 blacks in every age group supported Obama.

The Effect of Income and Education on the Vote

To a certain degree, at least politically, you are what you earn. Barack Obama
won a massive 73% among those who make less than $15,000 a year in
income, 60% among those with incomes between $15,000-$30,000, and
55% of those making $30,000-$50,000. Many minorities fall into the lower
income brackets, so in that sense the Obama proportions are not surprising.
These three income groups comprise 38% of the entire electorate. 

Obama and McCain essentially split evenly the votes of those with incomes
ranging from $50,000 to $250,000 – though this means McCain did relatively
better with these Americans than with the electorate as a whole. A solid
majority (56%) of Americans falls into this broad income distribution.
Interestingly, despite Obama’s call for higher taxes on the 6% of citizens
making $200,000 or more, he won this income group handily, 52% to 46%.

The last statistic connects directly to education. In earlier generations,
Republican support tended to go up the income and education scale – the
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more years of formal education you had and the more you earned, the more
likely it was that you would vote for the GOP candidate. This has changed
rather dramatically at the top of the scale in recent times. Those with the 
most education (postgraduate training or degrees) tilt strongly Democratic. 
In 2008 Obama captured 58% of the votes of the 17% of Americans in 
the postgraduate category. Four years earlier, John Kerry had won 55% 
of postgraduates. 

By contrast, Obama only narrowly won those who had had some college or 
a BA/BS degree, and Kerry lost both categories. About 31% of Americans
have had the privilege of attending college without a degree, and another
28% have gone on to get the degree (without moving into postgraduate
studies). Traditionally, again because minorities are concentrated among those
with the lowest average education, Democrats have fared well with Americans
who never went beyond high school, or didn’t even get as far as a high
school degree. Obama won the former with 52% and the latter with 63%. 

Why have postgraduates been moving so strongly to the Democrats? There
are many explanations, but Republican association with the religious right and
conservative GOP positions on lifestyle issues such as abortion and gay rights
appear to be especially relevant factors.

The Power of Party

Political party affiliation still makes a big difference, and the 2008 results prove
it. 89% of Democrats voted for Obama and 90% of Republicans cast a ballot 
for McCain. Only about a tenth of those identifying with one of the two major
parties defected to the other side. This is the norm in most elections. 

So what was the difference for Obama in 2008? First, he won the 29% of
Americans who call themselves Independents by 52% to 44% for McCain.
Even more vital was the proportion of Democrats showing up at the polls. 
Of the entire 2008 electorate, Democrats comprised 39%, Republicans only
32%. Four years earlier, Democrats and Republicans each contributed 37% 
to the electorate. So Democrats were more excited by their ticket and
Republicans less so in 2008. In addition, fewer people were identifying with
the GOP by 2008 – the “Bush effect” – and naturally, this carried over into
Election Day. A remarkably large 17% of the voters who cast a ballot for Bush
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in 2004 reported switching to Obama, while just 9% of the Kerry backers
picked McCain this go-round.

By the way, all the pre-election talk about how white Democrats might say
they were for Obama but vote for McCain in the privacy of the ballot booth
appeared overblown. Just 14% of white Democrats defected to McCain, not
much more than the 8% of white Republicans who abandoned McCain to
vote for Obama. Certainly, the white Democratic defections were higher in
Deep South and Border States, but Obama’s ability to draw massive support
among minority groups and young people more than compensated for the
lost votes elsewhere. And what of those Democrats who said they favored
Hillary Clinton in the party primaries? Obama won them over, 83% to    
16% – though in a tight election, the Clinton defectors could have made
the difference. Perhaps Obama should have announced his Secretary of 
State choice before the election.

Americans are bound not just by party but ideology. Most people are willing
to classify themselves as liberal (22% of the electorate), moderate (a large
44%), or conservative (34%). As expected, Obama swept liberals with 89%
while McCain did well with conservatives (78%). It was the 60% among
moderates and centrists that guaranteed Obama’s election as president. Some
may be surprised that Obama was able to secure 20% of the vote among
conservatives; surely, this was a “time for a change” phenomenon.

The Effect of the Campaign

About 11% of the voters cast their first ballot in 2008. Most of them were young
but not all. Obama garnered 69% among first-time voters to McCain’s 30%.
Among experienced voters, this was a tight race: Obama 50% and McCain 48%.

Six out of ten voters knew before September (and the financial meltdown that
month) for whom they were going to vote, and Obama already had a 52% to
47% lead. It is not unreasonable to suggest that the meltdown added a point
to Obama and subtracted one from McCain, but was not the determining
factor in the election. The cake was in the oven well in advance of the general
election’s events, including the debates.
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All campaigns make extensive, expensive efforts to contact voters and identify
supporters, but there is no question which campaign was more successful 
in 2008. 26% of the voters (representing 34 million people) said they had
been personally contacted by the Obama campaign, compared to just 18%
(24 million) by the McCain campaign. It is worth noting that among those
contacted by only one campaign and not the other, eight in ten voted for 
the candidate that had reached out to them. Campaigns go hunting where
the ducks are, and much of the effort is spent on voters already known to 
be leaning a candidate’s way.

Old Time and New Style Religion

Election watchers have learned that Catholics are the religious denomination
to follow – a key swing group of more than a quarter of the national
electorate that usually ends up in the winner’s circle. George W. Bush won
them by a few percentage points in 2004. Barack Obama did even better,
attracting 54% of Catholics. Protestants stayed with McCain by the same
proportion – but that was a decline of 5% from 2004 for the GOP. 

As usual, the Democrat also won the Jewish vote with 78%. Concerns among
some that Obama was not perceived as pro-Israel enough had no impact, and
he actually did 4% better than John Kerry among Jews. The 6% of Americans
who identified with a religion other than Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish
went overwhelmingly for Obama (73%), as did the 12% who said they
had no religion (75%).

When race and religion are combined, we see that McCain won white
Protestants two-to-one, and narrowly carried white Catholics with 52%. 

The frequency of church attendance is also a tell-tale indicator of partisan
allegiances in recent elections. Those who attend religious services once a
week or more gave McCain 55%; the less-frequent attendees were heavily 
for Obama. One of the few sectors of the electorate that showed only slight
Republican leakage from Bush to McCain was white evangelical/born-again
Christians. McCain secured 74%, down 4% from 2004. No doubt vice
presidential candidate Sarah Palin assisted McCain in this category.
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Love and Marriage

Republicans usually fare better with voters who are married, and 2008 was 
no exception. McCain garnered 52% among the two-thirds of Americans who
said they were married, whereas Obama won the normal Democratic landslide
among the third that aren’t married (65%). 

Among the 4% of all voters who said they were gay, lesbian, or bisexual,
Obama won 70%. In 2004 77% of these voters cast a Kerry ballot. Perhaps
there was greater tolerance among gays for John McCain than George Bush,
or concern among gays about the degree of Obama’s commitment to gay
rights. Considering the small number of gays interviewed, however, it is more
likely a question of sampling error.

More Exit Polling Gems

The exit poll can be mined for many a precious stone. Here are a few more as
we wind up our excavation.

Veterans. McCain was a Vietnam prisoner-of-war and has long been closely
identified with the military, while Obama never served in the military. So the
surprise is not that veterans preferred McCain, but that he won this select
group (15% of the population) by such a spare margin, 54% to 44%.

Union Members and Gun Owners. Two other categories that contain no
shocks. The 12% of Americans who are union members chose Obama by
60% to 37% while those belonging to households with one or more guns
picked McCain by 62% to 37%.

Changing Demographics. For much of the 1970s through the 1990s, Republicans
were in a strong political position because they were the preferred party of the
suburbs, the counties surrounding central cities. While Democrats could count on
large majorities in urban centers (about 30% of the population), the GOP had
the allegiance of most suburban localities – about half the population – as well 
as the fifth of the nation still considered rural. This alignment has shifted
considerably, as the 2008 vote underlines. Obama won the expected 63% in
urban America, but he also drew half of the vote in suburbia to McCain’s 48%.
The Republican nominee was left only with Ruraltania, and just 53% of that. 
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The Running-Mates. When asked whether the vice presidential candidates were
qualified to be president, 66% answered yes for Joe Biden and only 38% for
Sarah Palin. But there is precious little evidence either in pre-election surveys or
the exit poll that Biden or Palin made much of a difference in the election results.
At the time they are announced, running-mates generate extensive conversation
and excitement, yet in the end they affect a relative handful of votes. Biden may
have comforted and reassured some voters that an experienced Washington
hand was nearby for freshman Senator Obama, but Biden also made more than
his share of campaign gaffes (as is his consistent career tendency). Palin stirred
the conservative GOP base and moved some fundamentalist Christians to action,
but she also proved to be uninformed in many news media interviews and
turned off moderates in droves. This yin-and-yang effect, somewhat self-
cancelling, is typical of vice presidential candidates. In the end the vast majority
of Americans want to designate the occupant of the White House, not the Naval
Observatory (the VP’s residence). Obama could have chosen a wide variety of
Democratic officials and still won, and McCain could have selected many other
GOP personalities and still lost. 

THE 2008 ELECTION IN PERSPECTIVE: JUST WHAT WE WOULD HAVE
EXPECTED

Elections are often over-analyzed, and perhaps we have just committed that
venial sin here. The welter of data and circumstance can overwhelm students
of history, when the simple, straight-forward explanations are often the most
compelling.

The truth is this: any mainstream Democratic candidate was destined to win
in 2008, when the age-old slogan, “It’s Time for a Change,” had powerful
new meaning. The electoral conditions – the fundamentals I often call “the
north stars of politics” – could not have been more clear or bright in the sky.
The north stars that applied to the 2008 contest are presidential popularity,
economic conditions, and war and peace. 

It is undeniable that George W Bush has been an unpopular president for longer
than any of his other predecessors, at least since the dawn of the age of polling in
1936. Bush was below 50% job approval in the Gallup Poll for almost all of his
second term, and for almost three years he was below 40%. In the election year
of 2008, he bounced between the low 20s and the mid-30s, ending up in the
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mid-20s right before Election Day – an unprecedented level of unpopularity at just
the wrong time. Americans were unhappy with his performance in a wide variety
of areas, from the Iraq War to the economy to the inadequate response after
Hurricane Katrina. Just 27% of the actual voters on November 4th approved of
President Bush’s performance in office, and John McCain received 89% of their
votes. Of the 71% who disapproved of Bush, Barack Obama secured 67%. 

Of all the potential Republican nominees for president, none was better
positioned than McCain to separate himself from Bush; after all, Bush and
McCain had run against each other for the White House in 2000 and for years
they were bitter enemies. That is what enabled McCain to draw 31% of the
votes of those who disapproved of Bush. Any other GOP nominee likely would
have lost by an even wider margin than McCain did in 2008. There is almost no
imaginable way for a party to get a third consecutive term in the White House
with an incumbent president as roundly disliked as Bush was in the fall.

Then there was Iraq. After President Bush’s deft handling of the post-September
11th national security restructuring and his successful war in Afghanistan against
the Taliban, Americans were inclined to believe him when he insisted that the
United States had to invade Iraq to rid that nation of its weapons of mass
destruction (WMDs). Still, many had their doubts (including a young Illinois
state senator named Barack Obama), and the decision to go to war was very
controversial from the beginning. The post-invasion revelation that there were
no WMDs to be found was devastating, as was the internal insurrection and
religious in-fighting that brought Iraq to the brink of civil war in 2005 and 2006. 

Even the successful “surge” of additional US troops that restored Iraqi stability
by early 2008 could not erase Americans’ belief that the war had been waged
unnecessarily and at enormous cost in blood (over 4,000 troops’ lives) and
treasure ($600 billion by the time of the general election and sure to climb far
above $1 trillion before eventual disengagement). McCain had backed Bush,
and while he had criticized certain aspects of the war’s prosecution, he could 
not escape the blame, if only by “inheritance” as the GOP nominee to succeed
Bush. By contrast, Obama could say he opposed the war from the start, which
gave him his winning edge over Senator Hillary Clinton, who had voted to
authorize the war, as had McCain. By Election Day, 63% of the voters
disapproved of the war in Iraq, and Obama received 76% of those ballots. 
Just 36% approved of the war, and McCain gathered 86% of that minority.
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The economy eclipsed everything else, however. Fully 63% of the voters said
it was “the most important issue in the election” in the exit poll, a proportion
that dwarfed every other topic. Traditionally, voters blame the party in power
for bad times, and decide to take a chance on change even if they have some
doubts about the change agent (the nominee of the other party). This is
precisely what happened in 2008. There are many ways to measure the
impact of the economy on a person’s vote, but none is better than asking
whether his or her family’s financial position was getting better (24%),
growing worse (42%), or staying the same (34%). McCain handily won those
who said “better” (60%) and “the same” (53%), but the large plurality that
sensed financial hard times voted overwhelmingly for Obama (71%). 

Some analysts have tried to suggest that the election’s key event was the
mid-September financial meltdown, that somehow had this never happened
McCain might have been able to win or at least keep the election very close.
This is poppycock. Except for a brief honeymoon period for McCain after 
the GOP convention, Obama consistently led the polls from early summer
onwards. The evidence of severe economic slowdown was everywhere from
the spring to the fall, and Americans already believed that we were in a
serious recession. Actually, the average person proved more prescient that 
the economists, who couldn’t make up their minds about the state of the
economy. 

For decades pollsters have relied upon a simple question as a kind of summary
statistic on politics: “Do you think things in this country are generally going in the
right direction or are they seriously off on the wrong track?” As usual, the voters’
answer to this query told us in which direction the political winds were blowing.
Three-quarters picked “wrong track”, and Obama was the choice of 62% of
them. Just 20% said “right direction”, and McCain secured 71% of this small
group of Americans. This gale force overwhelmed worries about Obama’s race or
political inexperience, and it was far more critical to John McCain’s defeat than his
much-discussed age of seventy-two, or controversial choice of running-mate.
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Every election is a discrete event. Most do not signal a durable change in voter
alignments. A few do, and these are called realigning elections. It is impossible to
know yet into which category Obama’s victory will fall. There are some positive
signs for Democrats that encourage them to think of realignment, not least the
activation of young voters and their dramatic movement toward the party of
Obama. 

And goodness knows, Congress has undergone an enormous power shift toward
the Democrats after two successive elections that ended GOP rule on Capitol 
Hill for now, and may have put Congress out of reach for the Republicans for a
while. After the GOP swept to power in 1994, ending forty consecutive years of
Democratic control of the US House of Representatives, Republicans controlled a
majority of the delegations in twenty-five states, and Democrats ruled the roost 
in nineteen (five states were tied, and Vermont had an Independent congressman
as its sole representative). Before the election of 2006, Republicans had expanded
their House majorities to thirty states; Democrats were left with a mere sixteen.
But the combination of Democratic tides in the 2006 and 2008 elections have
produced thirty-three states with a majority of Democrats, and Republicans 
have been reduced to control of only sixteen.

As rosy as the picture seems to be for Democrats, real events and actual
performance in office will determine the future. Will President Barack Obama 
be successful in helping to restore a vibrant economy? Can he keep his pledge 
to withdraw combat troops from Iraq while maintaining stability in that fragile
nation? Can he win the fight in Afghanistan and keep the United States safe from
domestic terrorist activity? How about health care, the environment, education,
and a hundred other issues that will demand urgent attention from the White
House and the Congress? 

Campaigns are grueling, but they are actually the easy part. Governing is the
ultimate test for any president, legislature, and party coalition. The voters 
will be watching, and they will render their next national judgment in the
midterm contests of 2010.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Q: A two part question: I was wondering if you feel that Governor Palin’s
fifteen weeks of fame are over for good now, or whether she is a possibility
for any serious national office, in the 2012 presidential election particularly.
Secondly, is all this hype recently about Rush Limbaugh, of all people, being 
a de facto leader of the Republican Party realistic? 

A: On Sarah Palin – in order to get to a lot of questions in the time remaining
I’m going to try to be very unprofessorial and be brief – Sarah Palin wants to
run, she’s already quietly established a Political Action Committee (PAC), and
she finished joint third at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC)
in their straw vote, behind Mitt Romney who got the number one position. 
I don’t care, because I think it is an unimpressive lot, and I don’t see a
president there. 

In a way Republicans ought to go ahead and nominate Sarah Palin, and 
I’ll tell you why. I’ve learned that before political parties get the message 
that the electorate is trying to send, they tend to be a little hard-headed,
because activists are that way. The conservatives – the right wing that controls
the Republican Party – need to get another Goldwater-style 38% of the
presidential electoral vote. I think Sarah Palin would get 38% – she might 
hit 40%, or she could go to 35%. In America, our presidential candidates
need a majority, so that would be a massive, historically large defeat. I doubt
that they’ll do it though: I suspect that they’ll pick someone else. Don’t be
surprised if someone comes into the field having just won a key gubernatorial
or senatorial race in the year 2010. It won’t be Bobby Jindal [Republican
Governor of Louisiana since 2007] though, who bombed delivering the 
official Republican response to President Obama's address to a joint session 
of Congress last week. 

Your second question: about Rush Limbaugh the less said the better. To the extent
that he is viewed as the face of the Republican Party, he’s a disaster for the GOP.
He is exactly what they need to move away from. How did he begin to be called
the face of the Republican Party? It was the plot concocted by James Carville,
Stanley Greenberg and Rahm Emanuel. They cooked it up two weeks ago, and
waited for the CPAC conference last week, knowing that Rush Limbaugh was one
of the keynote speakers, and the instance he said the inflammatory things that
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they knew he would say, they congratulated him on the Sunday morning TV
shows for being the new face and the new leader of the Republican Party. At
which point all the Republicans were forced to say either “He is our leader” or
“He isn’t our leader”, which has caused a great row in the Republican Party. 
This is what you always want, your opponents divided.

Q: I spent some years in North Carolina until recently, and it was very clear
that there was an increase in voter registration there. The registration increase
caused the state Electoral Commission to open more advance polls, and this
happened almost entirely in areas with more African Americans. What role 
did the increased registration drive have across the country? I’m convinced
it’s what swung North Carolina to the Democratic Party.

A: You are absolutely correct. It made the difference in North Carolina, it made
the difference in Indiana, it made the difference in Nevada, and also in Colorado.
Remember though, it wasn’t just African Americans registering, it wasn’t just
Hispanics, it was young people also, registering at a massive rate for their age
group. Normally, the young are the last to register, you can’t get them to register
until maybe their mid-twenties, but not in 2008. So, absolutely, increased voter
registration was terribly important for the Democrats and it will have a big impact
now that they have them on the [electoral] rolls. Remember, in America voting is
mostly a two-step process, you have to show great interest in and knowledge
about politics well before the Election Day to become a voter. There are a couple
of states with Election Day registration like North Dakota, but mainly you have to
register a month, or earlier, before Election Day in order to actually vote. Loads of
people turn up at the polls on Election Day because they are interested in the race,
not realizing that they have never registered to vote, and they are just turned
away. Lots of people who haven’t been registered cast absentee ballots, and so
the ballots are discarded. It’s really a scandal. I consider registration to be a right.
It’s a legitimate governmental function in my view, and I think that’s a view widely
shared in Europe

Q: When you mentioned that there could have been other Democratic
candidates who could have won the election – that there was inevitability
about a Democratic win – you didn’t mention Hillary Clinton. Hillary Clinton
was strong on all the issues that you mentioned in the course of your lecture.
How well would she have done if she had been the candidate?
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A: That was an oversight on my part. Hillary Clinton absolutely would have
won the election. I can’t give you the exact percentage but, as I’ve tried to
suggest, the system in 2008 was so banked to the Democrats that they would
have had to try extremely hard to lose the election. Absolutely, she would
have been elected.

I hinted also that there could always have been be a Ted-Kennedy-style challenge
to Barack Obama, as Ted challenged Jimmy Carter in 1980, and that’s where the
appointment of Hillary Clinton as Secretary of State was brilliant. There were two
possible places to put her. You wanted to get her out of the Senate. You needed
to get her out of the way and out of the cameras, or at least give her cameras 
on another subject, but you don’t want her in front of cameras having an
opportunity on a daily basis to criticize your administration from within. So you
either make her Secretary of State or you give her another position. She would
have accepted the position of Supreme Court justice too, but you just can’t move
a Justice on to make a vacancy, and they couldn’t guarantee her a place there.
She won’t challenge Obama in 2012.

Q: I wonder if I can ask you to put Obama’s victory in a historical context and
I want to try out this theory on you. There’s a famous Trivial Pursuit question
which goes “How far back do you have to go before you find a Republican
who won the White House without a Nixon or Bush on the ticket?”

Actually, you have to go back to 1928 because every Republican victory since
1928 has had a Nixon or a Bush on the ticket. So for forty years, from 1928 
to 1968, you have a period of Democratic ascendancy in which – apart from
Hoover who won in 1928 – you have only one Republican winning the White
House and that was Eisenhower – who wasn’t a real Republican anyway, he was
much more bipartisan than that. Then from 1968 to 2008 you have a period of
conservative ascendancy – forty years of conservative ascendancy in which only
two Democrats won the White House – Carter and Clinton – who were both
Southern white men. I wonder whether you think that 2008 was as significant
a turning point as 1968 and Roosevelt’s election in 1932?

A: Well, that’s great question, and well framed. American politics has become
disturbingly dynastic in both parties. Remember, Hillary Clinton came very close to
being the Democratic nominee. We have around forty members of Congress who
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are the children of members of Congress. We have over seventy who are related
in some other direct way to other members of Congress. Considering that we
began by revolting against a monarchy, it bothers some of us that we seem to
have adopted this politics by bloodline. It’s one reason why Hillary Clinton didn’t
get nominated. 

Your other question: is this a re-aligning election? The one thing we know
historically is that we will know for sure if this was a re-aligning election
around 2030, because that’s how long it takes to see whether the trend
continues, and whether young people and those with higher education 
and so on actually continue in the party that they have chosen.

As a counterpoint to your analysis: you are certainly right in the facts that
you cite but, in 1952 or 1956, Eisenhower could have won with anyone as 
a running mate instead of Nixon. Also, I think that in the general election of
1968 Rockefeller, or even Reagan, would have done better as the Republican
presidential candidate than Nixon did. It is also true that the Bushes have 
a very mixed record politically. George H W Bush was in the right place 
at the right time in 1988, he really got elected to Reagan’s third term and
once he ran on his own he lost. Then George W Bush was re-elected by 
the smallest popular vote and Electoral College margin of any incumbent 
who won re-election in American history. 

Here is a final historical fact that you might enjoy. Barack Obama’s 53% may 
not sound impressive compared to some of the re-election percentages for 
Lyndon B Johnson or Franklin D Roosevelt or Richard Nixon or Ronald Reagan
but, in fact, from 1860 to 2008, Barack Obama was third among all democratic
presidents in his percentage of the vote. That 53% is incredibly impressive for 
a Democrat. They tend to lose. 

Q: Do you think that this shift of the Hispanic community to the Democrats is
going to continue to 2012? Obviously, it’s a very heterogeneous ethnic group
in the United States but, to generalize, in economic terms a large part of the
Hispanic community might be natural Democrats, but in terms of social issues
you might think that they would lean to the Republicans much more. Is there
any evidence about which of those two factors is more important for
Hispanics in terms of the way that they vote?
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A: It’s precisely on social issues that Hispanics and Latinos have been so 
open to voting Republican in elections. They tend to be very conservative
on social issues because, overwhelmingly, they are Catholic, so a lot of that
conservatism derives from their faith. Having said that, whenever there is 
a conflict – this is true not just for Hispanics but for the broad swathe of
Americans – between positions on social issues and the pocketbook issue, 
the pocketbook issue always checkmates the social issues. You know, you
can’t eat social issues. It’s that simple. So if the Democrats can produce on 
the economy there’s no way for them to lose in 2012. The tricky part is 
going to be if the economy is still bad. What will Obama do, what will the
Democrats do in 2012, or even 2010, if that is the case? Can they convince
people, as Roosevelt did, that it’s getting better? “Prosperity” to use a Hoover
phrase “is just around the corner.” Part of that is attitude. “Hope”, you know, 
“The audacity of hope”. 

Q: First question is, how much do you think early voting had a psychological
impact on those people who had registered but hadn’t really thought that
they would vote in the end? There was a lot of coverage of early voting on
the British press – lines and lines of people voting and looking very happy
about it. And the other question is, as an afterthought based on what you 
just said, would it be worth placing a bet on the possibility of the Republicans
coming up with a Hispanic on their ticket for the next time.

A: On the latter point, it really depends if they can elect a prominent Hispanic
American for senator or governor in 2010. They do have one Hispanic senator
from Florida, Mel Martinez, but firstly, he’s retiring from the Senate in 2010;
secondly, he’s not very popular; and finally, he was born in Cuba and therefore
is ineligible to be put on the ticket as he is not a native-born American. By the
way, you are responsible for that awful phrase in our constitution. The Founding
Fathers were so worried about Great Britain creating a Manchurian candidate for
the American presidency early in the Republic’s existence, that they ended up
putting a prohibition on those who were not natural-born citizens becoming
president. Fourteen million Americans are excluded from running for the
presidency, many of them have been citizens since they were two or three years
old, many have served in the military and may have been seriously wounded,
many have paid taxes all their life. I’m angry about that.
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We’ll have to wait to see which Republicans are elected in 2010. There isn’t
anybody right now that they could nominate. Jindal, as an Indian American,
is the closest to a minority representative and, as I said, he blew it. 

On early voting, in 2004 a little over 20% of the voters voted in the six or seven
weeks prior to the election. Nowadays most states allow pretty generous rules
for early voting so it reached 34% in 2008. It does make it easier for people to
participate but it does create problems. When voters can vote on October 1st for
an election that’s being held on November 5th, 6th or 7th they are effectively
writing a review of a play during the intermission. Anything could happen in last
six weeks of a campaign: there could be a scandal or important economic statistics
could be released. It also increases the cost of politics. Election Day used to be a
one day sale, now it’s a rolling sale over six or seven weeks needing maximum
media television expenditures every day. There’s no end to this, and we’re already
up to billions of dollars just for the two presidential candidates to run for office,
and now it’s all private money. So I hope that I’ve given you a lot to worry about.

Thanks so much.
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Vote Cast for President, by Major Political Party 1948–2008
Compiled from data at www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/elections.html accessed 21 July 2009.

[In thousands (48,834 represents 48,834,000). Prior to 1960, excludes Alaska and Hawaii;
minor parties cast for those candidates]
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Year

Candidates for President

1948 Harry S Truman / Alben W Barkley Thomas E Dewey / Earl Warren 

1952 Adlai E Stevenson / John Sparkman Dwight D Eisenhower / Richard M Nixon

1956 Adlai E Stevenson /Estes Kefauver Dwight D Eisenhower / Richard M Nixon

1960 John F Kennedy / Lyndon B Johnson Richard M Nixon / Henry Cabot Lodge

1964 Lyndon B Johnson / Hubert H Humphrey Barry M Goldwater / William E. Miller

1968 Hubert H. Humphrey / Edmund Muskie Richard M Nixon / Spiro T Agnew

1972 George S McGovern / R Sargent Shriver Richard M Nixon / Spiro T Agnew

1976 Jimmy Carter / Walter F Mondale Gerald Ford / Robert Dole

1980 Jimmy Carter / Walter F Mondale Ronald Reagan / George H W Bush

1984 Walter Mondale / Geraldine A Ferraro Ronald Reagan / George H W Bush

1988 Michael Dukakis / Lloyd Bentsen George H W Bush / James D Quayle

1992 William Clinton / Al Gore George H W Bush / James D Quayle

1996 William Clinton / Al Gore Robert Dole / Jack Kemp

2000 Albert Gore Jr / Joseph Lieberman George W Bush / Richard B Cheney

2004 John Kerry / John Edwards George W Bush / Richard B Cheney

2008 Barack Obama/Joe Biden John McCain / Sarah Palin

FOOTNOTES
*1 Include votes for minor party candidates, independents, unpledged electors, and scattered write-in votes.
Source: US House of Representatives, Office of the Clerk, Statistics of the Presidential and Congressional Election, bien

Democratic
President / Vice President

Republican
President / Vice President
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prior to 1964, excludes DC. Vote cast for major party candidates includes the votes of

Vote cast for President

Democratic Republican

Popular vote Popular vote

Number
(1,000)

Total popular vote
*1

Percent Electoral
Vote

Number
(1,000)

Percent Electoral
Vote

48,834 24,106 49.4 303 21,969 45.0 189

61,552 27,315 44.4 89 33,779 54.9 442

62,027 26,739 43.1 73 35,581 57.4 457

68,836 34,227 49.7 303 34,108 49.5 219

70,098 42,825 61.1 486 27,147 38.7 52

73,027 30,989 42.4 191 31,710 43.4 301

77,625 28,902 37.2 17 46,740 60.2 520

81,603 40,826 50.0 297 39,148 48.0 240

86,497 35,481 41.0 49 43,643 50.5 489

92,655 37,450 40.4 13 54,167 58.5 525

91,587 41,717 45.5 111 48,643 53.1 426`

104,600 44,858 42.9 370 38,799 37.1 168

96,390 47,402 49.2 379 39,198 40.7 159

105,594 50,996 48.3 266 50,465 47.8 271

122,349 58,895 48.1 251 61,873 50.6 286

131,407 69,498 52.9 365 59,948 45.6 173

nnial (published 10 July 2009). For more information: http://clerk.house.gov/member_info/election.html  
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1865–1905, by Professor R.A. Burchell
Equality and Autonomy: The Polarization of Constitutional Law, by Kenneth W. Starr
Europe and America: Britain’s Opportunity, by Lord Howe of Aberavon
The Approaching Millennium: Challenges and Opportunities, by Harriet Fulbright
Can the Special Relationship Survive into the 21st Century, by Lord Renwick of Clifton
The US Presidency in the Twenty-First Century, by Steve Forbes
The Immortality of the Book, by Sir Anthony Kenny
A World Without a Father, by Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor
A New Security for an Old America, by the Hon. Raymond G.H. Seitz
The US – The Role of World Leader: “A Decent Respect for the Opinions 
of Mankind…” by Baroness Williams of Crosby
The Pursuit of Power: Leadership Selection in the United States, by David S. Broder
The Atlantic: A Bridge or a Chasm, by Sir Malcolm Rifkind
How Digital Life Innovations Can Shape the Future of Libraries, by John Sculley
The New Security: A Post-Cold War Understanding of Security in the 21st Century,
by Gary Hart
Constitutions: Does Europe Need One? Does America’s Work? And What About Us?,
by Lord Kerr of Kinlochard

THE ECCLES CENTRE was founded by David and Mary Eccles in 1991. Based 
at the British Library – which houses one of the world’s foremost collections of
American books, manuscripts, journals, newspapers and sound recordings – the
Centre has two broad aims: to increase awareness and use of the Library’s North
American holdings, and to promote and support the study of North America in
schools and universities in the United Kingdom. The Centre’s programme includes
lectures, conferences, concerts, seminars, teacher and student events and web
based study resources. The Centre works in co-operation with the Library’s
American curatorial team, with members of the American Studies community
in the UK, and with other partners interested in the advancement of knowledge
about America. The focus of the Eccles Centre is on North America, in particular
the U.S. and Canada, but can extend to include the hemispheric, comparative
and international topics in which the U.S. and Canada play a major part. 

Full details of the Eccles Centre’s programme can be found at
www.bl.uk/ecclescentre
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