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The 1996 U.S. Presidential 
Election: Return of the 
"Comeback Kid" 

The 1996 American presidential election was, to 
a considerable degree, a status quo event. Bill 
Clinton won a second consecutive term, some­
thing accomplished by only two other Demo­
crats in this century (Woodrow Wilson in 1916 
and Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936). The Repub­
licans retained their majorities in both houses of 
Congress, the first time that has happened since 
1930. Incumbents of both political parties did 
veiy well; over 90 percent of the incumbent 
House members were duly re-elected. Third-
party candidate Ross Perot did poorly, losing 
more than half of the votes he got in 1992. Voter 
turnout was down sharply, as were television 
coverage of the campaign and viewing of the 
presidential debates.1 The hunger for change, so 
prevalent in 1992, and again in 1994, gave way 
to the mysterious calm of 1996. 

What happened to the boiling American politi­
cal discontent of the early-to-mid-1990s?2 How 
did the United States end up with a divided gov­
ernment after a tumultuous period that threw out 
a Republican President in 1992, shattered a 
Democratic Congress in 1994 and upended sixty 
years of social welfare legislation in 1995?3 

How could Clinton come back from the devas­
tating defeat his party suffered in 1994 and easily 
win re-election two years later? These are ques­
tions that political scientists will be studying for 
years to come. The answers provided in this 
summary article are of necessity more prelimi­
nary, as we go about analyzing the presidential 
campaign, the election results, and the issue of 
what the 1996 election may portend for the fu­
ture. 

The Presidential Campaign 

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the 
1996 election is not what happened during the 
course of the campaign, but the changing mood 
that occurred among the American voters be­
tween the 1994 midterm elections and the No­
vember 5 presidential contest two years later.4 In 
the spring of 1995, Bill Clinton's presidency 
looked as if it was on life support. Six months 
earlier the Republicans, for the first time in 40 
years, had won a majority of the seats in both 
houses of Congress. The president's approval 
rating was in the 40s; polls had him trailing likely 
Republican nominee Bob Dole by some 15 per­
centage points. White House polling showed 
that voters associated Clinton with three main 
issues: gays in the military, the tax increase in the 
1993 budget and the health care reform debacle. 
At a memorable prime-time press conference in 
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April, 1995, Clinton had to point out that accord­
ing to the Constitution, the President was still 
"relevant."5 

It was during this bleak period that Clinton and 
his consultants, believing that the election would 
be won or lost before the summer of 1996, began 
to assemble their "message team." The team, 
soon to be named the "November 5 Group," con­
sisted of experienced pollsters and political con­
sultants such as Bob Squier, Doug Schoen, Don 
Baer, and Mark Perm. Another member of the 
group was Dick Morris, a political consultant 
whom Clinton had worked with in Arkansas. 
Morris, who in the past had offered his services 
to candidates of both parties, soon launched a 
strategy that he claimed could win Clinton the 
election. He called it "triangulation," which 
meant positioning the president solidly in the 
center above and between both parties. This 
turned out to be a strategy close to the president's 
heart and one that he himself had been entertain­
ing for some time. 6 

The first strategic move by the Clinton team 
was to produce a series of television ads on crime 
touting the president's support of the death pen­
alty, community policing, and the recently en­
acted so-called Brady Bill. The ads, which were 
intended to disarm the crime issue and show that 
Clinton embodied traditional "middle class val­
ues," cost $2.4 million and went on the air in 
June, 1995, seventeen months before the elec­
tion.7 This was an inkling of what was to come. 
Traditionally, parties and candidates have spent 
their advertising dollars in the late summer or fall 
of an election year. The Clinton campaign was 
to change that pattern altoptheT 

Later that summer, a huge "benchmark" poll 
was done intended to get a deeper view of the 
American voter. In order to shape and sharpen 
the president's image, the pollsters wanted to 
know the voters' views and thoughts on a wide 
range of issues. Among other things they found 
two distinct groups of swing voters, one moder­
ate group leaning toward the Democrats and an­
other group of Republican-leaning inde­
pendents. Both groups had similar views on 
crime, health care, and Medicare but differed on 
taxes, welfare, and fiscal matters, where the Re­
publican-leaning voters took a more conserva­

tive position. Clinton, true to his pragmatic roots, 
was determined to fashion a message that ap­
pealed to both groups. 

In his political memoirs, Dick Morris writes 
about his role in the campaign and how he helped 
to create what he calls the "first fully advertised 
presidency in U.S. history." According to Mor­
ris, who obviously likes to talk about himself, the 
Clinton White House provided him with a virtu­
ally unlimited budget for polling and market re­
search during the campaign. Vast sums of 
money were spent on both national and state sur­
veys. At critical times daily tracking polls were 
conducted at the national level, and there were 
also a significant number of focus groups. All of 
which helped Clinton and the Democrats to 
frame the issues and define their opponents at a 
very early stage in the race.8~ 

The next advertising blitz was launched in Au­
gust, 1995, and blasted the Republican plan in 
Congress to cut the growth of Medicare. The ads, 
which were broadcast in secondary markets out­
side the big cities to escape media scrutiny, 
stated that the GOP wanted to "cut Medicare by 
$270 billion." Grainy, black-and-white pictures 
of Senator Bob Dole and Speaker Newt Gin­
grich conveyed an image of the Republicans as 
cold, heartless defenders of the wealthy. Presi­
dent Clinton, on the other hand, was cast in the 
role of noble protector of the elderly, the sick, 
and the disabled.9 

The Medicare ads turned out to be a turning 
point for Clinton and the Democrats. Thé presi­
dent's approval rating seemed to go up with 
every new ad, from 47 percent in August to the 
rrïï3-50r'By""Dêcëmbêr^ 
big budget battle was already raging between the 
Republican Congress and the White House. The 
budget negotiations soon broke down after both 
parties refused to compromise. Polls showed 
that Clinton had found a winning issue by stand­
ing up to the GOP on Medicare. The Republi­
cans, with unpopular Speaker Gingrich as the 
leading player, pursued what became known in 
the media as a "train-wreck" scenario which 
eventually ended in a shutdown of the federal 
government. The impasse came to a dramatic 
halt when Majority Leader Bob Dole, never 
quite comfortable with the House Republican 
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agenda, single-handedly declared the shutdown 
ended on the Senate floor.10 

Clinton handily won the public relations 
game. In the eyes of many voters, including in­
dependents and GOP sympathizers, the Repub­
lican Congress had gone too far in cutting — or 
proposing to cut — various social welfare pro­
grams. The government shutdowns (there were 
two) became a symbol for the Party's budget-
cutting zeal, and the public generally blamed Re­
publican lawmakers for the deadlock. In early 
June, 1996, polls showed that one in four of the 
voters who had supported Republicans in 1994 
had switched to Clinton. Seventy-three percent 
of them said that they trusted Clinton on the is­
sues, whereas only 11 percent trusted the GOP 
Congress." 

What is more, the budget battle also provided 
Clinton with a message for the ensuing cam­
paign. During the budget negotiations Clinton 
had accepted, in principle, the Republican idea 
of a balanced budget. But he insisted that the 
budget must be balanced in a way that protected 
"Democratic values" and defended "Medicare, 
Medicaid, education, and the environment." 
This was Clinton resuming the mantle of a "New 
Democrat," trying to bridge cleavages within his 
own party between those who wanted to protect 
entitlements and those who were more fiscally 
conservative. 

By March, 1996, Clinton already had a size­
able lead in the polls over Bob Dole. The num­
bers were not to change much in the period lead­
ing up to the election on November 5. Dole was 
bruised during the many GOP primaries, where 
he had to fend off challenges both from supply-
side economic conservatives (Steve Forbes), so­
cial conservatives (Phil Gramm), andright-wing 
isolationists (Pat Buchanan).1 2 As it turned out, 
Dole never adjusted to the role of a presidential 
candidate. His two big campaign decisions, quit­
ting the Senate in June and choosing Jack Kemp 
as his rtinning mate in August, took nearly eve­
ryone by surprise when they were announced. 
Both decisions, however, turned out to be ill-ad­
vised. By resigning from the Senate and relin­
quishing his position as majority leader, Dole 
lost an important platform from which he could 
have continued to influence legislation and ar­

gue the Republican case. And by picking Jack 
Kemp he no doubt added a man of ideas to the 
ticket, but he also got a politician who once 
again, just like in 1988, proved himself to be a 
poor campaigner.13 

Dole ran a largely inept campaign which 
lacked a substantive, consistent theme. 1 4 His 
major campaign promise, a 15 percent across-
the-board tax cut, never caught on with the elec­
torate. Two months before the election, for ex­
ample, polls showed that voters felt better than 
they had in years about the direction of the coun­
try generally and about the U.S. economy in par­
ticular. Nearly two-thirds of voters, including 52 
percent of Republicans, did not think that Dole 
would cut taxes 15 percent if elected president. 
To the contrary, four in ten voters felt that he 
would raise their taxes, and fully two-thirds said 
that Dole could not cut taxes and reduce the 
budget deficit at the same time, as he claimed he 
would do. By a surprising 44 percent to 40 per­
cent, voters in one survey trusted Clinton more 
than Dole to cut the federal budget deficit. Dole's 
economic plan thus had the unintended conse­
quence of dirninishing his credibility as a deficit 
hawk, one of the few issues where he had held a 
clear lead in previous opinion polls. 1 5 

Realizing the difficulty to persuade people to 
vote for him, Dole and his media team spent con­
siderable time trying to persuade them to vote 
againstBill Clinton. Particularly towards the end 
of the campaign, Dole kept hammering away at 
the president's flawed "character" while insist­
ing that the basic issue was "trust."1 6 It was not a 
successful strategy. Surveys indicated that the 
attacks did nothing to improve Dole's standing 
among voters. 1 7 However, neither of the main 
candidates presented the voters with a compel­
ling vision for the 21 st century. True, Clinton did 
have a theme and a list of incremental reforms 
primarily in the areas of education, family and 
juvenile policies. For example, on the stump he 
repeatedly stressed his support for school uni­
forms and V-chips on television and warned 
against the hazards of breast cancer and tobacco 
smoking. But this platform, dubbed the "Small 
Deal" by one observer, was less an ideology than 
an assemblage of tactics geared towards ad­
dressing the anxieties of the suburban middle 
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class. 1 8 It could hardly be called a governing vi­
sion for the next millennium. 

The November Elections 

Bill Clinton increased bis share of the popular 
What history will remember from the 1996 v o t e > f r o m 4 3 p e r c e n t m 1 9 9 2 t Q 4 9 p e r c e n t m 

election, then, is not the strength of the candi- 1 9 9 6 I t w a s a c l e a r > ± m g h h a r d l y i r n p r e s s i v e ) 

dates' ideas, but rather the size of the parties' victory. Clinton won 31 states and the District of 
campaign coffers. The two national party com- C o l u m b i a ) w h i c h a m 0 U n t e d to 379 electoral 
mittees raised $263.5 million in unlimited so- v o t e s ^ 1 9 9 2 r e s u l t w a s 3 2 s t a t e s a n d 3 7 Q 

called "soft money" donations in the 1995-96 electoral votes.) In other words, Clinton won re­
election cycle nearly triple the amount they ei e ctionwimout getting a majority of the popular 
raised in 1992. 1 9 Further, a record $660 million v o t e ^ ^ n o t a l t o g e t h e r uncommon. In seven 
was raised by all candidates for congressional o f m e 2 5 p r e s ident ia l elections from 1900 to 
races, up from $611.5 million in 1994. In the 1 9 9 6 > c a n d i d a t e s h a v e emerged victorious with 
congressional races, Republicans outpaced i e s s than 50 percent of the popular vote. 2 4 

Democrats in fund raising, taking in $349 mil- A d o s e r l o o k a t m e d e c t o r a l r e y e a l s ^ 
lion to the Democrats' $306 million. The aver- cimton carried states in all regions of the country 
age cost of a congressional campaign in 1996 ( s e e m a p r ) H e w a s s t r o n g e s t m m e N o r t h e a s t ) 

was around $600,000, also a new record. 2 0

 w h e r e h e w o n a U o f m e e l e v e n . s t a t e s p l u s t h e 

Estimates vary as to how much money was District ofColumbia. He also carried most Mid-
spent in the fight for the White House. One can w e s t e m s t a t e s ^ m e e n t i r £ P a c i f k c o a s t a l r e . 
confidently assume, however, that the total g i o n > m c l u d i n g v o t e . r i c h California, which he 
amount spent in the presidential election was at W Q n for m e s e c o n d ^ m a r o w C M t o n i o s t 

least as high (and probably much higher) as that ^ o f m e s t a t e s m a t h e c a I T i e d m 1 9 9 2 ) M o n . 
spent in all the congressional races. 2 1 What set t a n a > Colorado, and Georgia in his native South, 
this election apart from most others was that the m U s w e a k e s t r e g i o n H e m o r e m a n ^ t h a t 

Democrats made an all-out effort to raise as U { ) ) h o w e v e r > b y a d d i n g ^ F l o r i d a t Q 

much money as early as possible in the cam- c d u m n F l o r i d a > ^ f ( ) u r t h l a r g e s t ^ m 

paign.ThescopeandintensityoftheDemocrats' { m n s o f e l e c t o r a l v o t e S ) h a s n o t g o n e D e m o . 
fund-raising efforts made them accept donations c r a t i c m a p r e s i den t i a l election since 1976. 
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troversial issue as the campaign drew to a 1 5 9 e l e G t o r a l y o t e s ^ w a s b e t t e r m a n p r e . 

However, the length and magnitude of the shortly before Election Day. The results of these 
Clinton advertising campaign enabled the p o l l s , when averaged, showed Clinton with 49 
D e m o c r a t s j o j f f e c t w e l v ^ e j ^ 
define their opponent to the electorate. By the ^ m e p o l l s t e r s w e r e { o ^ a J a t e 

time BobDoleandhisteamstartedtorespondto s w i n g o f p r e v i o u s ] y undecided v o t e r s toward 
theads,Clinton,aidedbyahealthyeconomyand Dole-possibly because ofa drop in voter tum-
an overconfident GOP majority in Congress, Q u t o r ^ p e r e n n i a l p r o b l e m o f distinguishing 
had already defined the broad contours of the l i k d y V Gtersfromunlikely voters. 2 5 Amongvot-
campaign. Dole's desperate four-day, round- e rs who made meir decision during the last week 
the-clock marathon finish, taking him to 19 ofthecampaign,DolebeatClintonby47percent 
states in 96 hours, gave him a late boost, as did t Q 3 5 p e r c e n t M d ^ w h o d e d d e d m 
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fund-raising methods. But it was too little too ^ 3 9 p e r c e n t t Q chnton's 35 percent.2 6 

late. The 1996 campaign thus reaffirmed one of D d e a I s o d i d b e t t e r ^ m e 3 7 7 p e r c e n t 

the standard maxims of the political-consulting G e o r g e B u s h g o t m j 9 9 2 ) a l t h o u g h Bush won 
business, namely that he who defines first de- ^ electoral votes. As in 1992, the Re-
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CLINTON 379 votes Q| DOLE 159 votes 

Map 1. The 1996 U.S. Presidential Election Results by State and Electoral College 
Vote. Source: International Herald Tribune, November 7,1996, p. 2. 

publican candidate carried the mountain states of 
the West, the Plains states and a majority of the 
Southern states, including Texas, the third larg­
est state in terms of electoral votes (after Califor­
nia and New York). Ross Perot's Reform Party 
won 8 percent and no electoral votes, a consider­
able drop from the 19 percent he got in 1992. On 
the whole, the Perot campaign this time was es­
sentially a sideshow, and Perot's influence on 
the 1996 race was marginal.2 7 Among the other 
presidential candidates only two, RalphNader of 
the Green Party and Harry Browne of the Liber­
tarians, got more than one percent of the popular 
vote. 

Voter turnout was a meager 48.8 percent, sub­
stantially down from the 55.2 percent figure in 
1992 and the lowest in any presidential election 
since 1924. In one respect, the low turnout came 
as something of a surprise. The enactment in 
1993 of a "motor voter law," which allows peo­
ple to register when they renew their driving li­
cences, resulted in an increase in the number of 
registered voters by 9.2 million from 1992 to 
1996. According to the Federal Election Com­

mission, almost 73 percent of eligible voters 
were registered in 1996, the highest number for 
any election since I960. 2 8 But the problem is, as 
pointed out by David McKay, that large num­
bers of registered voters, especially the young 
and the poor, simply do not bother to vote. In 
1996, moreover, no single candidate or issue 
galvanized the electorate as apparently hap­
pened in 1992 2 9 "By every available measure," 
a well-known media critic observed three weeks 
before Election Day, "both the press and the 
public are tuning out the contest between Presi­
dent Clinton and Bob Dole." 3 0 

The exit polls give a portrait of the 1996 elec­
torate not unlike that of 1992 (see table l ) . 3 1 Bill 
Clinton held on to many of the demographic 
groups who helped him win in 1992 and, in some 
cases, managed to increase his share of their 
votes. A majority of women, blacks, young vot­
ers (including first time voters), Democrats, lib­
erals, and moderates all gave the president a ma­
jority of their votes. He increased his support 
among union households from 55 to 59 percent, 
and did well among independents and suburban 
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Table 1. Distribution of the Vote by Social Groups in U.S. Presidential Elections 1976-
1996. 

Pet. 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 
of Car­ Rea­ Car-Änder-Rea- Mon­ Duka­ Clin­ Pe- Clin­ Pe 
total ter Ford gan ter son gan dale Bush kis ton Bush rot ton Dole rot 
vote Total vote 50 48 51 41 7 59 40 53 45 43 38 19 49 41 8 

48 Men 50 48 55 36 7 62 37 57 41 41 38 21 43 44 10 
52 Women 50 48 47 45 7 56 44 50 49 45 37 17 54 38 7 

83 White 47 52 56 36 7 64 35 59 40 39 40 20 43 46 9 
10 Black 83 16 11 85 3 9 90 12 86 83 10 7 84 12 4 
5 Hispanic 76 24 33 59 6 37 62 30 69 61 25 14 72 21 6 
1 Asian 31 55 15 43 48 8 

17 18-29 years old 51 47 43 44 11 59 40 52 47 43 34 22 53 34 10 
33 30-44 years old 49 49 55 36 8 57 42 54 45 41 38 21 48 41 9 
26 45-59 years old 47 52 55 39 5 60 40 57 42 41 40 19 48 41 9 
24 60 and older 47 52 54 41 4 60 39 50 49 50 38 12 48 44 7 

35 Republicans 9 90 86 9 4 92 7 91 8 10 73 17 13 80 6 
26 Independents 43 54 55 30 12 63 36 55 43 38 32 30 43 35 17 
39 Democrats 77 22 26 67 6 25 74 17 82 77 10 13 84 10 5 

20 Liberals 71 26 25 60 11 28 70 18 81 68 14 18 78 11 7 
47 Moderates 51 48 49 42 8 53 47 49 50 47 31 21 57 33 9 
33 Conservatives 29 70 73 23 4 82 17 80 19 18 64 18 20 71 8 

23 Fromthe East 51 47 47 42 9 53 47 50 49 47 35 18 55 34 9 
26 From the Midwest 48 50 51 41 7 58 41 52 47 42 37 21 48 41 10 
30 From the South 54 45 52 44 3 64 36 58 41 41 43 16 46 46 7 
20 From the West 46 51 53 34 10 61 38 52 46 43 34 23 48 40 8 

6 Not a high school 
graduate - - 46 51 2 50 50 43 56 54 28 18 59 28 11 

24 High school graduate- - 51 43 4 60 39 50 49 43 36 21 51 35 13 
27 Some college 

education - - 55 35 8 61 38 57 42 41 37 21 48 40 10 
43 College graduate 

-or more - - 52 35 11 58 41 56 43 44 39' 17 47' 44 7 
26 College graduate 62 37 39 41 20 44 46 8 
17 Postgraduate 

education 50 48 50 36 14 52 40 5 

46 White Protestant 41 58 63 31 6 72 27 66 33 33 47 21 36 53 10 
29 Catholic 54 44 50 42 7 54 45 52 47 44 35 20 53 37 9 
3 Jewish 64 34 39 45 15 31 67 35 64 80 11 9 78 1,6 3 

23 Union household 59 39 44 49 6 46 53 42 57 55 24 21 59 30 9 

Family income Is 
11 Under $15,000 58 40 43 49 7 45 55 37 62 58 23 19 59 28 1'1 
23 $15,000-$ 29,999 55 43 53 39 7 57 42 49 50 45 35 20 53 36 9 
27 $30,000-$ 49,999 48 50 59 32 8 59 40 56 43 41 38 21 48 40 10 
39 Over $50,000 36 63 64 26 10 69 30 62 37 39 44 17 44 48 7 
18 Over $75,000 36 48 16 41 51' 7 
9 Over $100,000 65 32 - - - 38 54 6 

Family financial 
situation is 

33 Bettertoday 30 70 - 37 55 : 7 86 14 - - .24 61 14 66 26 6 
45 Same today 51 49 46 47 ,7 50 50 - - 41 42 17 46 45 8 
20 Worse today 77 23 66 25 8 15 85 - - 60 14 25 27 57 13 

Continued., 
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Table 1. Continued. 

Pet. 1976 1980 1984 .1988 1992 1996 
of Car- Rea- Car- Ander- flea- Mon- Duka- Clin- Pe- Clin- Pe-
total ter Ford gan ter son gan dale Bush kis ton Bush rot ton Dole rot 
vote Total vote 50 48 51 41 7 59 40 53 45 43 38 19 49 41 8 

Size of place 
10 Population over 

500,000 37 62 58 28 13 68 25 6 
21 Population 

50,000 to 500,000 47 52 50 33 16 50 39 8 
39 Suburbs - - 55 35 9 61 38 57 42 41 39 21 47 42 8 
9 Population 

10,000 to 50,000 61 38 39 42 20 48 41 9 
21 Rural areas - - 55 39 5 67 32 55 44 39 40 20 44 46 10 

9 First time voters 61 38 51 47 46 32 22 54 34 11 

Congressional vote 
49 For the Democratic 

candidate 75 23 22 69 7 23 76 27 72 74 11 15 84 8 7 
49 For the Republican 

candidate 12 87 83 11 5 93 7 82 17 10 72 18 15 76 8 

Previous 
Presidential vote 

43 For the Democratic 
candidate 26 73 29 63 6 18 82 7 92 83 5 12 85 9 4 

35 For the Repullcan 
candidate 79 18 83 11 6 88 11 80 19 21 59 20 13 82 4 

12 For Wallace/ 
Anderson/Perot 27 69 22 44 33 

66 Married 62 38 57 42 40 41 20 44 46 9 
34 Unmarried 52 47 46 53 51 30 19 57 31 9 

Source: The New York Times, November 10,1996, p. 16. 

voters. Bob Dole got most of his support from 
conservatives, Republicans, and white Protes­
tants. He also won the votes of more than half of 
those with a family income of over $75,000 per 
year. Other income groups divided fairly evenly 
between the candidates or supported Mr. Clin­
ton. The general rule was that the lower a group 
stood on the economic ladder, the higher the 
president's margin among its voters. 

What explains Clinton's victory? A key factor 
was the way the voters felt about the country and 
the economy. In 1992, only 39 percent of voters 
said they thought the U.S. was headed in the right 
direction. Four years later that figure had grown 
to 53 percent. Voters also said that the economy 
and jobs mattered most, followed by Medicare 
and Social Security. Almost three out of five vot­
ers rated the national economy as good or excel­

lent in 1996, and among these voters Clinton 
beat Dole by two-to-one. The Republican candi­
date thus learned, like many before him, how dif­
ficult it is to oust an incumbent president in times 
of tranquility and prosperity.32 

But other factors were important too, for ex­
ample the so-called "gendergap," i.e., the differ­
ences in male and female voting for the two main 
candidates. The gender gap started to get some 
attention during the Reagan era as analysts noted 
the emergence of a new trend: men, particularly 
white males in the South, became more Repub­
lican and less Democratic than women. Accord­
ing to Warren Miller and J. Merrill Shanks, the 
appearance of a gender gap during Reagan's two 
terms was not as much a function of a pro-Demo­
cratic growth in the partisan affiliation of liberal 
women, as a function of increasingly pro-Re-
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publican sentiments among conservative men. 
At least up to the election of 1992, the authors 
contended, "the Republicans did not have a new 
problem with women so much as the Democrats 
have had a continuing problem among men." 3 3 

The 1996 election signals that the Democrats 
may still have a problem among men. Clinton 
increased his share of the male vote only margin­
ally, from 41 to 43 percent. He lost the white 
male vote byaclear38to49 percent margin. But 
the more important tiling is that he got no less 
than 54 percent of the female vote, leaving a 16-
point gap to his Republican opponent. That rep­
resents the biggest gender gap since exit polls 
were introduced some twenty years ago. Work­
ing women voted for Clinton by 56 percent to 35 
percent. The outcome was the result of a specific 
strategy. In contrast to 1992, Clinton deliber­
ately set out to win the female vote by emphasiz­
ing his support of the so-called assault weapons 
ban, the Violence Against Women Act, and the 
Family and Medical Leave Act. These laws were 
all passed during Clinton's first term. 3 4 The Re­
publicans, by openly opposing these issues, did 
themselves no favors among women voters in 
1996. Nor do they seem to have benefitted from 
the tough anti-abortion stance in their election 
platform. All of which may well present today's 
Republicans with "a new problem with 
women." 

Another interesting, and perhaps equally im­
portant, demographic change was the surge in 
the number of Hispanic voters. In a year when 
voter turnout sank to a level not seen since the 
mid-1920s, jjhg Hispanic share of the national 
electorate more than doubled. Overall, Hispanic 
or Latino voters account for about five percent of 
the voting population of the U.S. But in states 
such as Arizona, Texas, and Florida they have 
grown to 10 percent or more of eligible voters, 
and in California to almost 15 percent. In 1996, 
it was Clinton and the Democrats who benefitted 
from heavy Hispanic participation. In 1984, 
Reagan won 37 percent of the Hispanic vote. 
Twelve years later that figure dropped to just 21 
percent for Dole. Clinton, on the other hand, in­
creased his share of the Hispanic vote from 61 
percent in 1992 to 72 percent in 1996. He cap­
tured a whopping 75 percent of the Hispanic vote 

in Texas, a jump from 58 percent four years ear­
lier. In Florida, which has a large and predomi­
nantly conservative Cuban-American commu­
nity; Hispanics split their vote almost equally be­
tween Clinton (42 percent) and Dole (46 per­
cent). In 1992, Florida Hispanics voted almost 
two-to-one for George Bush. 3 5 

Nowhere was the power of the Hispanic vote 
felt more keenly than in California. Not only did 
Hispanic voters help Democrats gain congres­
sional seats and retake control of the California 
State Assembly. They were also instrumental in 
defeating Robert Dornan in Orange County, a 
widely publicized contest decided by just a cou­
ple of hundred votes. Doman, one of the most 
vocal conservatives on Capitol Hill, lost to 
Loretta Sanchez, a liberal Democrat, who 
claimed victory in'the name of a new movement 
in American politics. 3 6 These are results which 
may herald a steady growth of Hispanic political 
clout in the country. According to census predic­
tions, the number of Hispanics in the U.S. is ex­
pected to rise dramatically from nine percent in 
1990 to 21 percent in the year 2050. 3 7 

The Congressional and State Elections 

The 1994 midterm elections were an unmiti­
gated disaster for the Democrats, leaving them 
with just 198 seats in the House and 47 in the 
Senate.3 8 That was the worst result for the Party 
since 1946. By contrast, the Republicans scored 
their best congressional results since 1952 by 
getting 236 House seats and 53 U.S. senators.39 

Few analysts expected the Democrats to retake 
me"Senft¥inn996rSer® 
increasingly competitive and expensive in re­
cent years, making it harder for opponents to 
oust incumbents. In addition, no less than 14 
senators had decided not to run for re-election, 
eight Democrats and six Republicans,40 In terms 
of pure electoral arithmetic, then, the cards were 
stacked against the Democrats in most Senate 
races. 

In the spring of1996, however, as public mood 
began to change, Democratic party activists be­
came more hopeful that they could regain con­
trol of the House of Representatives. After all, 
they only needed a net pickup of 18 seats to elect 
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the House Minority Leader, Dick Gephardt of 
Missouri, as the next speaker. Historically, that 
has not been an impossible task. In 12 of the last 
2 5 House elections, the winning party has gained 
at least 20 seats. In eight of those elections, the 
swing has been at least 30 seats, and in six of 
them, at least 40 seats (1994 being such a year). 

Public opinion polls released in March, 1996, 
showed a swing against the Republicans. When 
voters were asked the generic question of which 
party they intended to support for Congress, the 
Democrats consistently had an advantage of 
around five percentage points. That represented 
a substantial shift from the 1994 congressional 
elections, when the Republicans outpolled their 
opponents by six points and gained 52 House 
seats. 4 1 

Early polls and predictions can be highly de­
ceptive, though. In particular, generic and na­
tional polls have a tendency to blur the fact that 
U.S. congressional elections represent some 468 
separate contests, 435 in the House and 33 in the 
Senate, all of which are influenced as much by 
local concerns as by national priorities. At least 
that has been the conventional wisdom up to re­
cent times. Beginning in 1994 and continuing in 
1996, however, both parties fought the congres­
sional campaigns as a referendum on national 
policy. In 1994, the GOP managed to nationalize 
the elections by turning every race into a refer­
endum on Bill Clinton. Democratic candidates 
who had been supportive of the president's 
agenda were characterized as Clinton clones and 
subjected to a barrage of negative television 
ads. 4 2 

In 1996, Democrats took a leaf out of the 
GOP's strategy book by basing much of their 
campaign on public dissatisfaction with Speaker 
Gingrich. As was the case in the presidential 
campaign, Democratic candidates around the 
country portrayed the speaker and his allies as 
insensitive budget-cutters intent on making the 
rich richer and the poor poorer. Republican can­
didates responded by invoking the "L" word (for 
Liberal) against their opponents, depicting them 
in ads as either "ultraliberal" or "unbelievably 
liberal."4 3 

The Democrats' attack strategy worked in 
some races but not in others. In New Jersey, for 

instance, Democrat William Pascrell defeated 
GOP freshman Bill Martini, in large part by link­
ing him with the unpopular speaker. "People 
wanted change when they voted Republican in 
1994," Pascrell argued, but "they didn't askus to 
shut government down." And in Massachusetts, 
GOP candidate Peter Blute was under assault by 
Democrat Jim McGovem for having voted with 
Newt Gingrich 85 percent of the time. McGov­
em, who also emerged victorious, ran effective 
television ads asking voters the question, "You 
wouldn't vote for Newt; why would you ever 
vote for Blute?" 4 4 

Yet in the end very little changed. Republicans 
kept control of both the House and the Senate, 
thus confirming that skeptical voters, while dis­
inclined to vote for Bob Dole, wanted a check on 
the Democrat in the White House. 4 5 The House 
of Representatives ended up with a Republican 
edge in seats of 227-207 over Democrats, the 
smallest House majority since the 83rd Congress 
in 1953-54.4 6 In the Senate, the GOP gained one 
seat, giving them a comfortable 10-seat advan­
tage (55-45). 4 7 

Overall, 1996 was an excellent year for incum­
bents. Only 12 of the 70 GOP freshmen elected 
in 1994 went down to defeat, despite a vigorous 
campaign from organized labor and the opposi­
tion. 4 8 Republicans managed to limit their 
House losses with a slew of advertising at the end 
ofthe campaign. The thrust of theirmessage was 
a tacit admission that the presidential race was 
over, and a plea to the electorate to opt for di­
vided government.49 The ultimate goal was to 
persuade voters that returning to one-party gov­
ernment would be disastrous for the country. 
Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott and other 
prominent Republicans warned of the dangers 
that a Democratic-controlled Congress would 
bring and enumerated the many "liberal" and 
"far-left" lawmakers that would chair important 
committees. This argument proved to be quite 
effective in the final weeks of the campaign.50 

Republicans secured their majority by win­
ning 10 House seats, 7 of them in the South, left 
open by retiring Democrats. Democratic gains 
came mainly in the East, whereas the parties 
broke even in the Midwest and in the West (for 
a breakdown of the House vote, see table 2). The 
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most spectacular Democratic victory — next to 
the one achieved by Loretta Sanchez in Orange 
County—occurred in New York, where Carolyn 
McCarthy defeated GOP freshman Daniel Frisa 
in a race dominated by the issue of gun control. 
Mrs. McCarthy, a registered Republican whose 
husband was killed in a 1993 railroad massacre, 
changed party affiliation and challenged Mr. 
Frisa after he had voted to repeal the ban on as­
sault weapons. 

There were even fewer changes in the Senate. 
Republican Larry Pressler of South Dakota was 
the only incumbent senator to lose his seat. He 
was beaten by Representative Tim Johnson, a 
Democrat. The results of the other races pointed 
in the direction of a more conservative Senate, 
three moderate Democrats, David Pryor of Ar­
kansas, Howell Heflin of Alabama, and J. James 
Exon of Nebraska, retired and were replaced by 
conservative Republicans — Tim Hutchinson, 
Jeff Sessions, and Chuck Nagel, respectively. 
These results further cemented the GOP's ma­
jority status in the South, a region where 15 of the 
22 senators now are Republicans as well as 56 
percent of the House members. 5 1 Several mod­
erate Republican retirees were also replaced by 
GOP candidates who ran as staunch conserva­
tives. 5 2 

Eleven states held gubernatorial elections. 
Seven incumbent governors were up for re-elec­
tion, four Democrats and three Republicans, all 
of whom retained their seats-. Democrats also 
captured three of the four open governorships. 
Three of these were won in the traditional GOP 
strongholds ofjndiana. New Hampshire, and. 
Washington State, where Gary Locke became 
the nation's first Chinese-American governor. 
In New Hampshire, Jeanne Shaheen, a longtime 
state legislator, became the state's first female 
governor.5 3 However, the outcome did not pro­
duce any changes in the gubernatorial balance of 
power; the lineup remains 32 Republican gover­
nors, 17 Democrats, and one independent (An­
gus King of Maine). 

During the first half of the 1990s, Republicans 
made great electoral gains in the state legisla­
tures across the U.S. In 1994, for example, they 
doubled to 19 the number of states with' both 
houses under their control. In 1996, however, 

with 5,989 legislative seats at stake in 45 states, 
the GOP's momentum at the state level was 
halted, at least for the time being. The number of 
chambers controlled by the GOP fell from 50 to 
44, whereas the Democratic Party increased the 
number of chambers under its control from 46 to 
49. Apart from the California State Assembly, 
Democrats also won majorities in the Illinois and 
Michigan Houses of Representatives. 

State and gubernatorial elections often receive 
scant attention from journalists and scholars in 
the field. Both groups tend to view presidential 
and congressional races as much more impor­
tant. But the fact is that state legislatures in the 
U.S. today have a great and growing influence 
on people's daily lives, shaping the policies of 
crime, welfare, taxes, transportation, and educa­
tion, to name but a few key areas. With the adop­
tion of the controversial welfare bill in Septem­
ber, 1996> the role of state governments will ex­
pand even further as they have been given the 
responsibility of moving people off welfare and 
into work. How state officials succeed in imple­
menting welfare reform, and particularly in deal­
ing with difficult issues such as job training and 
medical coverage for the poor, will most cer­
tainly have a major impact on the entire national 
agenda. 

Bipartisanship - for Now 
Bill Clinton is the youngest person ever to be 
re-elected president of the United States.5 4 He 
won re-election with a cleverly crafted platform 
that co-opted several Republican policy posi-
tions. 5 5 The healthy economy did wonders for 
Clinton's campaign, as did the weak candidacy 
of Bob Dole. All in all, it was Clinton's election 
to lose, and it is highly unlikely that any Repub­
lican candidate — whether we are talking about 
Colin Powell, Lamar Alexander, or any of the 
influential GOP governors in the Midwest — 
could have beaten him in 1996. 

The most important aspect of Clinton's victory 
is that the "Republican revolution" of 1994 was 
halted and that the conservative maj ority in Con­
gress was reduced. The outcome conforms with 
recent election trends in countries such as Italy, 
Great Britain, and France, where conservative 
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Table 2. How Social Groups Divided in the Vote for the U.S. House of Representatives 
in the 1994 and 1996 elections. 

Pet. 
of total 1994 1996 
'94 '96 Dem Rep. Dem Rep. 

Total vote 
for House 47 53 50 50 

49 48 Men 42 58 46 54 
51 52 Women 53 47 55 45 

Pet. 
of total 1994 1996 
'94 '96 Pern Rep. Pern Rep. 

Family financial 
situation is 

24 33 Better 60 40 65 35 
49 45 Same 46 54 47 53 
22 20 Worse 36 64 33 67 

86 83 White 42 58 45 55 
9 10 Black 92 8 82 18 
3 4 Hispanic 61 39 73 27 
1 1 Asian 54 46 43 57 

13 17 18-29 years old 49 51 55 45 
32 33 30-44 years old 46 54 50 50 
28 27 45-59 years old 47 53 50 50 
27 23 60 and older 49 51 49 51 

59 66 Married 42 58 46 54 
41 34 Not married 55 45 60 40 

6 6 Not a high school 58 42 65 35 
graduate 

23 23 High school 47 53 55 45 
graduate 

28 27 Some college 41 59 50 50 
26 26 College graduate 45 55 43 57 
17 18 Post graduate 57 43 51 49 

education 

23 23 From the East 50 50 56 44 
27 27 Fromthe Midwest 45 55 51 49 
27 30 From the South 47 53 45 55 
23 20 Fromthe West 47 53 51 49 

42 47 White Protestant 34 66 38 62 • 
6 6 Black Protestant 95 5 80 20 

29 29 Catholic 47 53 54 46 
4 3 Jewish 77 23 74 26 

14 17 White religious right 37 63 27 73 

Family income is 
10 11 Under $15,000 62 38 63 • 37 
20 22 $15,000-$ 29,999 51., 49 56 44 
28 27 $30,000-$ 49,999 45 55 50 50 
21 21 $50,000-$ 74,999 45 55 47 53 
8 9 $75,000-$ 100,000 40 60 43 57 
7 9 Over $100,000 36 64 37 63 

14 23 Union household 60 40 63 37' 

governments have been soundly defeated by 
center or left-of-center parties. 

If history is any guide, two things are likely to 
happen during Clinton's second term: i) his party 

36 36 Republicans 8 92 10 90 
26 24 Independents 43 57 49 51 
36 40 Democrats 89 11 86 14 

17 20 Liberals 81 19 82 18 
43 47 Moderates 57 43 57 43 
36 34 Conservatives 19 81 21 79 

43 50 Voted for Clinton 84 16 85 15 
39 42 Voted for Bush 11 89 9 91 

or Dole 

The national 
economy is 

2 4 Excellent 82 18 80 20 
40 53 Good 61 39 59 41 
47 35 Not so good 39 61 39 61 
11 7 Poor 28 72 32 68 

Size of hometown 
7 10 Population over 72 28 69 31 

500,000 
16 21 Population 58 42 49 51 

50,000 to 500,000 
47 39 Suburbs 43 57 48 52 
7 9 Population 44 56 48 52 

10,000 to 50,000 
23 21 Rural areas 43 57 48 52 

23 19 Suburban men 37 62 44 56 
24' 20 Suburban women 47 53 53 47 

Data were collected by Voter News Service ba­
sed on questionnaires completed by 14,887 vo­
ters leaving polling places throughout the country 
on Election Day. 1994 data were based on ques­
tionnaires completed by 10,245 voters. Family fi­
nancial situation Is compared to two years ago in 
1994. 

Source; The New York Times, November 7, 
1996, p. B3. 

will lose seats in the 1998 midterm elections; and 
ii) the president, facing a hostile Republican 
Congress, will have to pay much more attention 
to foreign policy in order for him to get things 
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done and secure a place in history. The expan­
sion of NATO and U.S. involvement in interna­
tional peace-keeping missions are likely to be 
contentious issues in the next few years. That 
would be all the more ironic since foreign policy 
played virtually no role in the 1996 campaign. 

Clinton's domestic agenda can be expected to 
continue to build on the "small government" ap­
proach that he first enunciated in his 1996 State 
of the Union Speech. Thus, there will be no big 
domestic initiatives similar to the 1993 health 
care proposal, but rather small-scale, incre­
mental reforms geared toward the Republican 
policy agenda. A spirit of bipartisanship, sym­
bolized by the balanced budget agreement 
reached in the summer of 1997, will rule the 
day. 5 6 That is, until the next presidential cam­
paign starts. 

ErikAsard 
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