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American Presidential Elections 
 

I. Review of key ideas 

 

• Constitution of the United States did not include political 

parties 

o James Madison warned of “mischiefs of faction” in 

Federalist 10 

o Thought republican government would prevent tribalist 

politics 

o Worried most about “unequal distribution of property” 

• Political parties emerged anyway 

o At first loose collections of citizens 

o Federalists wanted strong federal government 

o Democratic-Republicans wanted stronger state 

governments 

o Martin Van Buren organized Democratic Party 

convention in 1832 

o Whig Party followed 1834, then splintered into anti-

slavery Republican Party in 1854 

o 1868-1896: party strength even 

o 1896-1932: Republican dominance 

o 1932-1968: Democratic dominance 

o 1968-94: Republican White House, Democratic Congress 

o Since: Democratic White House, Republican Congress 

• Two definitions 

o Linked by common beliefs 

o Coalitions of groups 



 

II. 2000 Presidential Election 

 

In 2000, Democratic President Bill Clinton could not seek 

reelection, so the Democrats nominated Vice President Al Gore; the 

Republicans nominated Texas Governor George Walker, son of 

former Republican President George Herbert Walker Bush. 

 

Bush led Gore through the summer and fall, though Gore closed 

the gap as election day approached. In fact, as the votes were 

counted on election night, it was clear Gore was going to win the 

national popular vote by about 1.0%; the final margin was just 

under 547,400 votes out of 105.4 million. 

 

However, neither candidate was able to establish a majority of 270 

electoral votes (EV), with the 27 EV of Florida in dispute. At one 

point in the evening, a cable news network declared Gore the 

winner of Florida and, thus, the presidency. But then the network 

retracted that call. Later in the evening, Bush was declared the 

winner of Florida—and thus the presidency. Then THAT call was 

retracted. 

 

Within a day or two, it became clear the votes in Florida needed to 

be recounted. Complicating matters was a punch cards system that 

left some votes not fully cast—these dangling bits of paper were 

called “hanging chads.” Moreover, a poorly-designed ballot—the 

“butterfly ballot”—in Palm Beach County may have led many 

older voters who wanted to vote for Gore to accidentally vote for 

Reform Party nominee Patrick Buchanan. Finally, Green Party 



nominee had received almost 97,500 votes in Florida—vastly more 

votes than separated Gore and Bush. 

 

After one month of legal wrangling over which votes to recount, 

the Supreme Court ruled, in a case called Bush v. Gore, that the all 

the counting had to end to allow enough time for Electors to meet 

to cast their votes for president. At that point, Bush led Gore by 537 

votes in Florida, so Bush was declared the winner of Florida and 

the presidency, 271 EV to 266. 

 

Those 537 votes were about 1/200 of 1% of all votes cast for 

president in 2000. 

 

III. Electoral College 

 

Along with Madison, Alexander Hamilton applied logic of 

“federal” and “republican” governance election of president in 

Federalist 68. Rather than say voting public cannot be entrusted to 

elect its presidents directly, he said it was.. 

 

“…desirable that the immediate election should be made by men 

most capable of analyzing the qualities adapted to the station and 

acting under circumstances favorable to deliberation, and to a 

judicious combination of all the reasons and inducements which 

were proper to govern their choice. A small number of persons, 

selected by their fellow-citizens from the general mass, will be most 

likely to possess the information and discernment requisite to so 

complicated an investigation.”[8] 

 



Moreover, having electors deliberate within their native state will 

create a “detached and divided situation [that] will expose them 

much less to heats and ferments, which might be communicated 

from them to the people.” 

 

That was the theory, at any rate: electors, chosen at the state level, 

would be free to choose whomever they thought would make the 

best president unfettered by factional loyalties; for a fractious 

collection of once-independent colonies, the logic is sound. And it 

worked in the first two presidential elections (1789 and 1792, 

during which electors had two votes, ostensibly one for president 

and one for vice president): George Washington finished first 

(making him president) with 69 and 132 EV, respectively, and John 

Adams finished second (making him vice president) with 77 and 

34 EV, respectively.  

 

However, political parties were emerging. By 1796, like 

presidential tickets were emerging. Adams ran for president as a 

Federalist, with former South Carolina Governor Thomas 

Pinckney as his “running mate,” while Thomas Jefferson and 

Aaron Burr ran as the Democratic-Republican “ticket.” However, 

each man ran separately—which is how Adams received the most 

EV (71), making him president, while Jefferson finished a close 

second (68 EV), making him vice president. This was first Electoral 

College election of president and vice president from different 

“factions.” 

 

In 1800, the Jefferson-Burr ticket again opposed Adams, but each 

man received 73 EV because every Democratic-Republican elector 

split their votes between their party’s designated choices for 



president and vice president; House made Jefferson president. This 

led to Amendment XII (1804), establishing separate Electoral votes 

for president and vice president. 

 

Leaders of the two parties realized the best way to maximize the 

EV they received in a state was to legislate a “winner-take-all” 

system: whomever won the most votes in a state won all of that 

state’s EV—the system we have today. Virginia was the first state 

to adopt such a law in 1800; by 1832, only Maryland still split its 

EV. And as of 1880, every state had passed a “winner-take-all” law. 

 

The first time the national popular and Electoral College votes 

diverged was in 1876. Democratic nominee Samuel J. Tilden won 

the national popular vote over Republican Rutherford B. Hayes by 

252,696 votes (3.0 percentage points [“points”]), but fell one EV shy 

of the required 185; Hayes had 164 EV. Nineteen EV were in 

dispute because both men declared victory in Florida, Louisiana 

and South Carolina. Ultimately, Hayes was awarded all 19 

disputed EV, as well as one problematic EV in Oregon, making him 

the dubious winner. 

 

It again happened in 1888. Republican Benjamin Harrison lost the 

national popular vote to incumbent Democrat Grover Cleveland 

by 94,530 votes, but prevailed in the Electoral College, 233-168.  

 

And then came 13 presidential elections (through 1944) in which 

the average national popular vote margin was 14.1 points and the 

average Electoral College margin was 266.5 EV. Starting in 1948, 

though, “near misses” became more common. That year, 

incumbent Democrat Harry Truman was challenged by 



Republican Thomas E. Dewey, Progressive Henry Wallace and 

States Rights Strom Thurmond.  As I wrote here: “Dewey had 

fallen just 77 EV short of the 266 he needed to win. Had he won 

about 18,000 more votes in California (47.6-47.1%), 34,000 in Illinois 

(50.1-49.2%) and 8,000 (49.5-49.2%) in Ohio, he […] would have 

won the 1948 presidential election…” Under this scenario, Dewey 

would still have lost the national popular vote by a remarkable 4.5 

points (2.1 million votes). 

 

After four near-misses in eight presidential elections from 1948 to 

1976, however, the next five (1980-96) were not especially close, 

with average winning margins of 10.0 points and 337.8 EV[14]. 

Still, that brings us to the five most recent presidential elections, 

three of which ended in divergence (2000, 2016) or came very close 

(2004).  

 

Thus, one in three presidential elections over 150 years (1868-2016) 

either featured divergence or could have done so with varying 

degrees of plausibility. The Republican presidential nominee won 

all four “divergence” elections and would have won between four 

and six (depending on 1880, 1884) of the other nine “plausible 

divergence scenario” elections, for a total of 8-10 Republican 

victories (vs. 3-5 Democratic victories). And eight of those 13 

elections came in two different five-election “blocks” of (mostly) 

close presidential elections: 1876-1892 and 2000-2016. 

 

Those two blocks highlight a basic truth about the Electoral 

College: so long as the national popular vote margin is wide 

enough (≥5.0 points), there will be no divergence, making the 

Electoral College a quaint anachronism. But the closer the national 



popular vote margin (particularly <3.0 points), the higher the 

likelihood of divergence. That it does not always happen in this 

latter circumstance is purely a matter of chance. 

 

The Electoral College designed by Hamilton and Madison has 

reduced Electors to mere human rubber stamps, archaically 

ratifying what we already knew on Election Day, or a few days 

later. Their independence—and their role in the delicate 

compromise between “sovereign” states and the national 

government—was gone by 1836, if not earlier. 

 

So why keep the Electoral College? There are two broad 

arguments: 

 

Upholding tradition.  

 

1. It is very difficult to amend the Constitution 

2. We continue to be a federalist republic, so giving states an 

independent role in selecting the president is necessary. 

 

Where campaigns happen. In theory, anyway, the Electoral College 

prevents smaller states/rural areas from being ignored by 

presidential candidates seeking to maximize national vote totals. 

 

  



IV. Presidential elections only happen in a few states, regardless 
 

States by frequency of supporting Democratic presidential 

nominee, 1996 to 2012: 
 

All Democratic, average margin>10% 

DC      +80.3%   3 

Hawaii     +28.1%   4 

Rhode Island    +27.6%   4  

Massachusetts    +27.0%   11 

New York    +25.4%   29 

Vermont     +25.0%   3 

Maryland     +19.4%   10 

Illinois     +16.4%   20  

California     +16.3%   55 

Delaware     +15.9%   3 

New Jersey    +14.8%   14 

Connecticut    +14.7%   7 

Maine     +13.5%   4* 

Washington    +11.4%   12 

TOTAL     +24.0%    179  
      (-DC 19.7%) 
 

All Democratic, average margin<10% 

Michigan     +9.5%   16 

Oregon     +8.3%   7 

Minnesota    +8.1%   10 

Wisconsin     +6.4%   10 

Pennsylvania    +6.3%   20 

TOTAL     +7.7%   63 

TOTAL ALL 5    +19.7%   242 
      (-DC +16.3%) 



 

4 out of 5 Democratic 

New Mexico    +6.4%    5 

New Hampshire   +5.1%   4 

Iowa      +5.1%   6 

TOTAL     +5.5%   15 

TOTAL 4 or 5    +17.8%   257 
(-DC +14.8%) 

3 out of 5 Democratic 

Nevada     +2.9%   6 

Ohio      +1.9%   18 

Florida     +0.9%   29 

TOTAL     +1.9%   53 

TOTAL 3 or more       310 

 

3 out of 5 Republican 

Virginia     -1.6%   13 

Colorado     -0.02%   9 

TOTAL     -0.8%   22 

TOTAL 3 or more GOP      228 

 

4 out of 5 Republican 

North Carolina    -6.3%   15 

Arizona     -6.4%   11 

Missouri     -2.7%   10 

Indiana     -10.2%   11 

Louisiana     -9.2%   8 

Tennessee    -10.2%   11 

Arkansas     -8.4%   6 

Kentucky     -14.6%   8 



West Virginia    -8.8%   5 

TOTAL     -8.5%   85 

TOTAL 4 or more GOP  -15.9%   206 

 

All Republican, average margin<10% 

Georgia     -8.5%   16 

TOTAL     -8.5%   16 

TOTAL ALL 5    -20.2%   121 

 

All Republican, average margin>10% 

Utah      -36.5%   6 

Wyoming     -33.2%   3 

Idaho     -30.6%   4 

Oklahoma    -25.1%   7 

Nebraska     -23.5%   5 

Alaska     -21.9%   3 

Kansas     -20.2%   6 

Alabama     -18.2%   9 

North Dakota    -18.0%   3 

Texas     -15.3%   38 

South Dakota    -14.8%   3 

Mississippi    -13.2%   6 

Montana     -12.9%   3 

South Carolina    -11.7%   9   

TOTAL     -21.1%   105 

 

 


