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            “I lasted eleven days in the White House; Iain Dale’s brilliant book explains the other 86,870. He has assembled sixty campaigns, from Washington’s coronation to Trump’s comeback, and every one proves American democracy has always been equal parts poetry, skulduggery and sheer chaos. It took a Brit to explain our elections to us. Wise, gossipy and wildly entertaining, this is essential reading before 2028.”

            anthony scaramucci, former white house director of communications

            “Day by day it becomes clearer that in Britain we are increasingly in the hands of the American political system. Yet most of us know little about it beyond the odd presidential anecdote. This book is a brilliant primer on an entire political history that every interested person in Britain needs to understand.”

            andrew marr, broadcaster, lbc radio, and editor at large, new statesman

            “What a brilliant galère of writers Iain Dale has brought together to create this excellent book, which will be invaluable both for historians and the general reader. The expertise and erudition shine from every page.”

            andrew roberts, author of churchill: walking with destiny

            “Iain Dale has done it again! Enlisting an impressive array of historians, political journalists and former government officials, American Presidential Election Campaigns delivers an extraordinary collection of insights, with telling anecdotes, into how complicated and challenging it is to win the hardest job on the planet. No one can truly say they understand the United States without reading this book.”

            mitchell reiss, former us ambassador to northern ireland

            “These chapters shine a light not just on elections but on the broader political moments that shaped them. A must-read for anyone interested in the great democratic experiment of the United States.”

            david lammy, former foreign secretary and deputy prime minister

            “American presidential elections are the greatest democratic show on Earth and this is a wonderful, all-encompassing guide to these historic contests. Iain Dale has assembled a stunning array of writers who more than do justice to these momentous events.”

            michael gove, editor, the spectator ii

            “Iain Dale helms the definitive US election compendium, from the first forging of America’s democratic experiment all the way through to the clear-and-present danger the country’s governing system currently faces. … A must-read for anyone who wants to understand today’s America and the portents for its future.”

            simon marks, washington correspondent, lbc

            “Every campaign professional likes to believe their race is unprecedented. Iain Dale’s collection is a bracing corrective. Across sixty elections and sixty contributors, you watch the tools of the trade get invented, abandoned and reinvented – the front-porch campaign, the whistle-stop tour, the attack ad, the viral clip. The mix of British and American voices brings a perspective you won’t find in the usual histories, and the data at the head of each chapter makes it as useful as it is readable. It belongs on the bookshelf of any serious politico.”

            shane greer, publisher, campaigns & elections

            “This vast and fascinating book vividly brings to life the extraordinary pressures candidates must withstand to enter this most exclusive club. What emerges are the recurring ingredients of a winning presidential campaign: ego, funding, preparation, stamina, energy, messaging, communication, counterpunching, technology, vision, competence and, often, sheer luck.”

            daniel forrester, us political commentator

            “From high-stakes rallies and make-or-break debates to scandals and subterfuge, this is an exhilarating and definitive guide to the weird and wonderful world of American presidential campaigns.”

            brian klaas, professor of global politics, university college london

            “For anyone with even a passing interest in American politics, this book is a narrative masterpiece. With a scholar’s vigour and a novelist’s sense of drama, these essays highlight the development of American democracy over more than two centuries. Riveting and well researched … this book is a must-read for any political junkie.”

            sir simon burns, former conservative mp and expert on us politics

            “Iain Dale deserves a medal for services to political knowledge and understanding. This book is a goldmine, with accessible chapters, written by interesting people, on some of the world’s most important elections.”

            philip cowley, professor of politics at queen mary university and columnist, the house

            iii

            iv

         

      
   


   
      
         v

         
            
               [image: ]
vi
            

         

      
   


   
      
         vii

         
            In memory of the greatest American President of my lifetime,

Ronald Reagan viii
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            ‘We Polked you in ’44. We shall Pierce you in ’52.’

            – Franklin Pierce’s campaign slogan, referring to the 1844 election of James K. Polk as President, 1852

            ‘There is no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe.’

            – Gerald Ford, presidential debate, 1976

            ‘Are you better off than you were four years ago?’

            – Ronald Reagan, presidential debate, 1980

            ‘Read my lips: no new taxes.’

            – George H. W. Bush, Republican National Convention, 1988

            ‘I knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy.’

            – Lloyd Bentsen to Dan Quayle, presidential debate, 1988

            ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’

            – Bill Clinton’s campaign slogan, coined by James Carville, 1992

            ‘Yes, we can.’

            – Barack Obama’s campaign slogan, 2008

            ‘In Springfield, they’re eating the dogs. The people that came in, they’re eating the cats. They’re eating the pets of the people that live there.’

            – Donald Trump to Kamala Harris, presidential debate, 2024x
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            Preface

            Iain Dale

         

         This book follows in the footsteps of its UK equivalent, British General Election Campaigns 1830–2019, and also The Presidents: 250 Years of American Political Leadership.

         In The Presidents, each of America’s premiers, from George Washington to Donald Trump and Joe Biden, was profiled by forty-five different authors. The book gave a valuable insight into America’s political history through the eyes of each of its Presidents.

         Of course, each of those Presidents had to fight to be a candidate for their party and fight a general election. This book contains those stories. Every one of them and every one of their opponents went through the usual – and often unusual – ups and downs of an election campaign. They all were subjected to, and meted out, various forms of political skulduggery and dirty tricks, but many of them were also inspirational figures who offered the voters optimism and hope. Most of them, almost regardless of the facts, tried to run as Washington outsiders who would change the system and get things done. Many of them, as Mario Cuomo once said, campaigned in poetry, yet governed in prose.

         My own interest in US presidential elections was sparked in 1980 when Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter. Four years later, I was captivated by his ‘Morning in America’ campaign commercials, which appealed to the hearts rather than the minds of American voters. And it worked. He won in a landslide, using positivity in a way that his Democratic opponent, Walter Mondale, had no answer to. Another four years later, it was a very different story. Republican campaign manager Lee Atwater deployed all the dark arts at his disposal to enable George H. W. Bush to defeat the hapless Michael Dukakis. The advert xivshowed a prison gate opening, while a sonorous voiceover explained that Dukakis had let the armed robber and murderer Willie Horton out of prison during his term as governor of Massachusetts. It ended with the memorable line, ‘Michael Dukakis says he wants to do for America what he’s done for Massachusetts.’ Game over.

         My interest in presidential elections also stems from my first ever visit to the US. It was the summer of 1987. I was spending a month in Ann Arbor, Michigan, staying with my friend Mark Milosch, whom I had met the previous year while he was interning in my office in Parliament. Mark and I connected partly through our love of books, and one of the first things he did after I landed was to show me around the numerous second-hand bookshops in Ann Arbor, which is the home of the University of Michigan. I was in seventh heaven. In the first bookshop we visited I remember finding a section on presidential elections, and there, on the second shelf down, was a book called Marathon: The Pursuit of the Presidency, 1972–1976 by Jules Witcover. A bargain at $5. It was the beginning of my love affair with the politics of the presidency and its elections. On that trip I bought five or six other books on the topic and numerous biographies of Presidents, some from the nineteenth century and some about leaders I had barely heard of. I had to buy a second suitcase to carry my loot home to the UK.

         And, dear reader, you can find them all listed in the ‘Further Reading’ section at the end of this book.

         In 1992, I experienced a primary at first hand, albeit for only three days. I was in New York City in early February and then drove to New Hampshire to see what was happening in the presidential primary. George H. W. Bush was running for re-election and was at his most popular. However, he was being blamed for all the economic ills that were befalling the US economy. I remember walking down the Main Street in Manchester, New Hampshire, and visiting the campaign offices of all the different Democrat and Republican campaigns. I wanted to be part of it and to volunteer with one of them. The first one I walked into was Bill Clinton’s HQ. No one seemed to be interested in talking to this keen, twenty-something Brit. I picked up a few campaign badges and stickers and left, feeling somewhat crestfallen. Across the street was the campaign HQ of former Nixon adviser Patrick Buchanan, who was xvchallenging Bush from the right. I could not have been made to feel more welcome. Almost there and then I started manning the phones and taking campaign donations from supporters all over the country. They just ‘lurrrrved’ my British accent! They then asked me to go and spy on a Bush campaign event, which was quite exciting. I remember sitting down with Pat Buchanan trying to educate him about the IRA, which he appeared to have some sympathy for.

         Buchanan put up a good fight, but in the end Bush triumphed, winning 53 per cent of the vote to Buchanan’s 37 per cent, but it signalled that the President’s re-election was by no means the certainty it had seemed only a year earlier, when his approval ratings were stratospherically high after the victory in the First Gulf War.

         I learned so many interesting things editing this book. You’ll learn the origin of many of the slogans and catchphrases used in presidential debates and campaigns. It wasn’t Ronald Reagan who asked Walter Mondale in 1984, ‘Where’s the beef?’ It was Mondale, who had ripped it from a Wendy’s hamburger advert, to taunt his rival for the Democratic nomination, Gary Hart.

         You will learn how the American Civil War hung like a shadow over most campaigns until well into the twentieth century. In The Presidents I admitted I hadn’t realised that the issue of slavery had defined not only nineteenth-century politics in America but much of its twentieth-century politics too. It is fascinating to see how the Democrats managed to shed their reputation in the South for being pro-slavery and anti-reform, and how it is now the Republicans who are accused of holding beliefs that are prejudicial to racial equality.

         Reading the essays, it is fascinating to note how the art of political campaigning has evolved since the 1790s. It took half a century for candidates to deign to do any overt campaigning, largely because it was seen as undignified or improper: ‘The office should seek the man, not the man the office.’

         It wasn’t until 1840 that William Henry Harrison became the first candidate to campaign personally, breaking the established convention. The Whigs organised enormous rallies, parades, songs, banners, campaign merchandise and the famous ‘Tippecanoe and Tyler Too’ slogan. The Library of Congress describes 1840 as widely being regarded as xvithe first modern presidential election. On 6 June 1840 in Columbus, Ohio, Harrison addressed voters from the steps of the National Hotel. It is generally credited as being the first campaign speech delivered by a presidential candidate on his own behalf. He subsequently gave more than twenty speeches during the campaign. However, Harrison did not indulge in anything resembling a modern nationwide candidate tour. His personal appearances were largely confined to Ohio, and he continued to pretend that he wasn’t really electioneering.

         It was only in 1860 that Stephen A. Douglas undertook the first ‘proper’ campaign tour. If Harrison had not obeyed the rule book, Douglas effectively tore it up. His opponent, Abraham Lincoln, was having none of it and conducted the traditional campaign, remaining at home in Springfield, Illinois. Despite this, Lincoln prevailed and went on to become arguably America’s greatest President.

         The candidate who really established something resembling the modern national campaign trail was William Jennings Bryan in 1896, although a fat lot of good it did him. Bryan embarked on an extraordinary whistle-stop railway campaign against William McKinley. He travelled roughly 10,000 miles, delivered hundreds of speeches and personally addressed enormous crowds across the country. Meanwhile, McKinley conducted his famous front-porch campaign from Canton, Ohio – the voters and delegations came to him.

         Up until the 1930s, all candidates had to spend a huge amount of time and effort influencing the national, regional and local newspapers. Then came radio, cinema and, a bit later, television. Over time, the influence of newspapers waned, and candidates sought to influence voters through the medium of television, using their own campaign commercials. In 1999 I released a three-hour-long video of the best campaign commercials from the 1950s through to 1996. It followed in the footsteps of a similar video of UK party political and election broadcasts, and I had the time of my life putting the clips together.

         The beauty of YouTube is you can now easily find them all to view at your leisure. I list some of them in an appendix at the end of the book.

         Television only really started to lose out to the internet in 2008. Social media was in its infancy, but Barack Obama became the first candidate to make it an important part of his campaign. Nearly twenty xviiyears on, it is arguable that the internet has surpassed the small screen in its influence over voters.

         It is taken as read that debates form part of any presidential campaign, yet it wasn’t until 1960 that two rival candidates faced off against each other: John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon. It remains probably the most infamous debate in history. Listeners on the radio felt that Nixon had won, but television audiences judged Kennedy to be the clear winner due to Nixon’s nervous, fidgety body language and his five o’clock shadow.

         After that, it was remarkable that debates were ever held again. Indeed, it was another sixteen years before the next one happened. In a head-to-head between Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, Ford made the remarkable claim that ‘there is no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe’. Since 1976, there have usually been two or three debates between the two main candidates in each campaign season. There have been many memorable moments, often involving one-liners that have been devastating for one candidate or the other. In 1980 Ronald Reagan humiliated Jimmy Carter with the line, ‘There you go again.’

         In 1988 CNN’s Bernard Shaw asked the anti-death-penalty Michael Dukakis whether he would favour execution if his wife, Kitty, was raped and murdered. Dukakis began, ‘No, I don’t, Bernard,’ and proceeded to give a clinical policy answer. His lack of emotion reinforced the Bush campaign’s portrayal of him as cold and technocratic. He never really recovered.

         In the same election, in a vice-presidential debate between senators Dan Quayle and Lloyd Bentsen, Quayle likened himself to a young JFK. Bentsen’s retort was cold and calculating: ‘Senator, I knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy.’ Quayle looked like a rabbit caught in the headlights.

         In 2024, Donald Trump didn’t have to say an awful lot in his debate with a rambling Joe Biden. Biden was incoherent and his performance led to much speculation about his mental acuity. Twenty-four days later, he pulled out of the race.

         All political races revolve around what one-time Republican presidential candidate Sarah Palin referred to as ‘the hopey changey thing’ or ‘stick with nurse for fear of worse’. You will see the proof of this in the xviiifollowing 600-odd pages. No one, with the possible exception of the Australians, does negative political campaigning like the Americans do. Mud is thrown, insults are hurled and yet, at the end of it, for the most part, it is all forgotten. In 1992 Roger Ailes and George H. W. Bush’s main advisers threw everything they could at Bill Clinton, yet after they both became members of the ex-Presidents club, Bush and Clinton became the best of friends, as did George W. Bush and Barack Obama.

         As I said in my introduction to The Presidents, editing a book with sixty different contributors is, as readers will understand, a unique challenge. In some ways it’s akin to herding cats! Each writer inevitably has a different style. Some, such as Lord Norton, Adam Boulton, Peter Riddell, Jon Sopel, Emily Maitlis and Sarah Smith, had hands-on experience of the campaigns they have written about, bringing a uniquely personal touch to their chapters.

         As in the previous books in this series, which started in 2021 with The Prime Ministers, I’ve deliberately recruited a mixture of historians, politicians, journalists and academics to write about the presidential campaigns. In some cases, I knew that the contributor had an expertise in or love of their subject. I knew that Karl Rove, a key lieutenant to George W. Bush, was a world authority on the presidency of William McKinley, and you can imagine my delight when he agreed to write about the 1896 campaign.

         Ten of the sixty essayists are American nationals, although most have a link to Britain. It may seem odd for a Brit to edit a book of essays on American presidential elections written by a mix of Brits and Americans (plus one Irish national!), but I think it’s a positive advantage and means that this is inevitably a very different read to the myriad of books published on elections in America. A Brit writing about an American election is a positive as it brings distance, perspective and differently informed insights given our previously hostile but now close relationship – although the times, they are a-changing! You, dear reader, will be the ultimate judge of whether this mix works or not. I’ve tried to edit with a light touch, even if it means one or two of the essays are very different in style to the rest. I am also delighted that several of the chapters are written by a younger generation of journalists and commentators. At least seven of them are under thirty-five. xix

         I would also like to give a particular shoutout to several of the contributors who have written for each of the eight books in this series: Lord Blackwater, Julia Langdon, Nick Thomas-Symonds, Adam Boulton, Sue Cameron, Sir Robert Buckland, Sir Peter Riddell and Robert Waller among them.

         I am especially grateful to Alvin S. Felzenberg and Robert P. O’Quinn for their brilliant introduction to the whole system and history of American presidential elections, not only going into the primary system and how it has developed but also explaining the niceties of the Electoral College. I am also indebted to them for their help and guidance through the proofing process. Their efforts went way beyond the call of duty.

         This is not an academic book. It is aimed at the general reader, as well as those for whom politics is a part of their daily lives. The contributors were asked to tell a story, to write in an engaging way and, above all, not to be afraid of giving an opinion. I am grateful to every one of them for the way they have responded, and I am sure you are going to learn just as much as I have from their brilliant essays.

         Every effort has been made to ensure that the electoral statistics presented in this book are accurate. This has been done by relying on a number of excellent external sources including the House of Commons Library, the Library of Congress, US statewide electoral records and, where necessary, Wikipedia. For electorate and turnout statistics, we have used Table Eb114-122 of the Historical Statistics of the United States (HSUS), millennial edition (Cambridge, 2006), compiled by John P. McIver, whose source note reads, in full, ‘Jerrold G. Rusk, “A Statistical History of the American Electorate” (Congressional Quarterly Press, 2001), Tables 3-3, 3-5, and 3-8.’ The HSUS is generally regarded as the gold standard. There are no electorate or turnout figures before 1824, since in most states electors were not chosen directly by voters.

         If you spot any errors, please let me know so they can be corrected in any future edition. Email info@iaindale.com.

         
             

         

         Iain Dale

         Tunbridge Wells

         September 2026
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            An Introduction to US Presidential Elections

            Alvin S. Felzenberg & Robert P. O’quinn

         

         The drama, intrigue and suspense of American presidential elections have, for more than two centuries, captured the attention of people from across the globe. Given the role the United States plays on the world stage, the American President, who is both head of state and head of government, is one of the most familiar faces in the news. Since American Presidents make decisions that affect the world, people outside of the United States follow US presidential elections. For the most part, observers focus on the celebrity status of candidates and the ‘horse race’ aspect of campaigns. The legal framework and the mechanics of the elections are often ignored.

         However, such ‘boring’ details can determine the outcome. These include the primary role that the US Constitution assigns to states in organising elections; the expansion and contraction of suffrage through time; evolving modes of nominating presidential candidates; different and changing methods of registering voters, casting ballots and counting votes; and the challenges to reported election results. Since 1789, dominant political parties or factions within parties have manipulated these laws and mechanics at one time or another to tilt the election process in their favour. Even today, US politicians argue over such issues as the requirement for voters to present a photo ID card before casting a ballot, the length of time allowed for early voting and the counting of postal ballots received after election day.

         Moreover, the Electoral College raises questions: how does it affect the strategy and tactics of presidential campaigns? Why does the world’s premier democracy allow a President to be elected without receiving a plurality of the national popular vote?xxi

         This essay takes readers backstage before, during and after campaigns. Unlike what Bismarck once observed about making sausages, it is important to pay attention to these procedures. Properly followed, they are indispensable to the continuation of free and fair elections.

         ORIGINS OF THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE

         At the Constitutional Convention in 1787, James Madison drafted, and Edmond Randolph presented, an outline for a new form of government with a strong central authority. The Virginia Plan, among its many provisions, proposed a federal executive elected by the federal legislature.

         At first, a majority of delegates agreed that the legislature should elect the executive, which the convention later named as the President. As the convention debated other issues, many delegates became concerned that legislative election of the President would weaken the separation of powers. James Madison and James Wilson argued that voters should elect the President.

         Gouverneur Morris proposed an Electoral College as an alternative to both legislative election and popular election. Each state would have a number of presidential electors, equal to the number of US senators and US representatives allotted to the state. State legislatures would determine how each state’s presidential electors would be chosen. The presidential electors would meet on a common date in their respective state capitals and cast two undifferentiated votes. The presidential candidate who received the largest number of votes, provided such number was equal to or greater than a majority of presidential electors, would be elected President. If two presidential candidates were to receive an equal number of votes (provided such number was equal to or greater than a majority of presidential electors), the US House of Representatives would decide between the two. If no presidential candidate were to receive a number of votes that met this requirement, the US House of Representatives would decide among the top five candidates. In both cases, US representatives would vote by state delegation, with each state casting one vote. The presidential candidate finishing xxiisecond would be elected Vice-President. The Constitutional Convention adopted Morris’s proposal.

         Southern delegates wanted the decennial census to count slaves as people in apportionment of seats in the House of Representatives and the allocation of presidential electors, even though it was understood that these enslaved people would not vote. This provision would disproportionally increase the political influence of slaveholders. In the Three-Fifths Compromise, the convention agreed to count slaves as three-fifths of a person in the census. This decision boosted the influence of slave states relative to free states in electing the President prior to the Civil War.

         The Founders believed that the Electoral College would prevent the election of a President with a deficient character. They wanted voters to have input in electing presidential electors but thought that presidential electors would have superior information relative to voters when they met at state capitals to vote. The Founders envisioned that presidential electors, acting as free agents, would exercise independent and non-partisan judgement of who was best qualified to serve as President. By 1796, the political parties had emerged, and presidential electors pledged to support partisan presidential and vice-presidential nominees.

         TWELFTH AMENDMENT TO THE US CONSTITUTION

         In the 1800 presidential election, Thomas Jefferson, the Democratic-Republican presidential nominee, and Aaron Burr, the party’s vice-presidential nominee, received an equal number of electoral votes. From 10 February 1801 to 17 February 1801, the House of Representatives cast thirty-five ballots, with Jefferson winning eight state delegations, one short of a majority. On the thirty-sixth ballot, at the urging of Alexander Hamilton, Representative James Bayard (a Federalist from Delaware) and his allies in Maryland and Vermont abstained rather than vote for Burr. Thus, Jefferson gained the majority vote of state delegations to win the presidency.

         Ratified on 15 June 1804, the Twelfth Amendment to the US Constitution requires presidential electors to cast separate ballots for President and Vice-President. If no presidential nominee receives a majority of electoral votes, then the US House of Representatives elects the xxiiiPresident by a majority vote of state delegations from among the three nominees that received the highest number of electoral votes. If no vice-presidential nominee receives a majority of electoral votes, then the US Senate decides based on a majority vote from among the two nominees that received the highest number of electoral votes.

         TWENTIETH AMENDMENT TO THE US CONSTITUTION

         Ratified on 23 January 1933, the Twentieth Amendment to the US Constitution moved the beginning of the terms of the President and Vice-President from 4 March to 20 January and of members of Congress from 4 March to 3 January. Thus, if the US House of Representatives must elect the President and the US Senate must elect the Vice-President under the Twelfth Amendment, the incoming Congress elected in the previous November, rather than the outgoing lame-duck Congress elected more than two years ago, will make these decisions. The Twentieth Amendment provides that if the President-Elect dies before taking office, the Vice-President-Elect will become President. The Twentieth Amendment also specifies what happens if the House of Representatives is unable to elect a President by inauguration day.

         ELECTION OF PRESIDENTIAL ELECTORS

         Article II, Section 1, Clause 2 of the US Constitution provides that (1) each state shall have the number of presidential electors equal to the number of its senators and representatives, (2) state legislatures shall determine the method of electing presidential electors and (3) US representatives, senators and other federal officers are ineligible to be presidential electors. Ratified on 29 March 1961, the Twenty-Third Amendment to the US Constitution provides that the District of Columbia, the federal territory that serves as the US capital city, will have a number of presidential electors equal to the number of presidential electors in the least populous state and Congress shall determine the method of electing presidential electors for the District of Columbia. Before this amendment, US citizens residing in the District of Columbia were ineligible to vote in presidential elections.

         State legislatures have used three methods to elect presidential electors: (1) election by state legislatures, (2) direct election by voters and xxiv(3) indirect election by voters through a vote for a ticket pledged for a presidential nominee and a vice-presidential nominee. In direct elections, state legislatures may (a) divide states into presidential-elector districts and allow voters in each district to elect one presidential elector, (b) allow voters to elect all presidential electors individually at large or (c) combine (a) and (b). Candidates for presidential electors may or may not be pledged to vote for a ticket of a presidential nominee and a vice-presidential nominee.

         In indirect elections, voters vote for a ticket of presidential electors pledged to a presidential nominee and a vice-presidential nominee. Indirect elections are generally ‘winner takes all’ so that the ticket receiving a plurality of the popular vote statewide elects the ticket’s slate of presidential electors.

         In 1789, state legislatures elected presidential electors in Connecticut, Georgia, New Hampshire, New Jersey and South Carolina. Delaware, Massachusetts and Virginia had direct elections by districts. Maryland and Pennsylvania had ‘winner takes all’ indirect elections. New York did not elect any presidential electors, because the state legislature did not agree on a method, and neither did North Carolina and Rhode Island, which had not yet ratified the US Constitution.

         Gradually, state legislatures adopted the ‘winner takes all’ indirect-election method. By 1836, all states used this method except South Carolina, which continued to use its state legislature elect its electors until 1860. Except for Michigan, which used the direct-election-by-district method, in 1896, and Alabama, which used the direct-election-at-large method, in 1960, all states used the ‘winner takes all’ indirect-election method between 1868 and 1968.

         In 1972, Maine adopted an indirect-election method in which the ticket winning a plurality of the popular vote statewide wins two presidential electors and the ticket winning a plurality of the popular vote in each congressional district wins one presidential elector. In 1992, Nebraska adopted this method. The rest of the states and the District of Columbia used the ‘winner takes all’ indirect-election method.

         The indirect-election method of selecting presidential electors allows a ticket of a presidential nominee and vice-presidential nominee to win a majority in the Electoral College but lose the national popular vote. xxvThis situation occurs when the winning ticket carries the popular vote in swing states by narrow margins while the losing ticket carries the popular vote in its safe states by larger margins than the winning ticket carries in its safe states. Thus, the winning ticket has a higher vote efficiency across the United States and wastes fewer votes winning safe states by a large margin than the losing ticket. The Electoral College winner lost the national popular vote in four presidential elections: 1876, 1888, 2000 and 2016.

         Some states are seeking to change the method of electing the President and Vice-President without amending the US Constitution by changing the indirect-election method of presidential electors through the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. Under this compact, states elect their presidential electors based on the winner of the national popular vote rather than the winner of the popular vote within the state. Proposed in 2006, seventeen states and the District of Columbia, which account for 209 electoral votes, have approved the compact so far. The compact becomes effective in the participating states when they constitute at least 270 presidential electors, a majority of the Electoral College. Even if the compact becomes effective, it would not change the method of electing presidential electors in non-participating states.

         SUFFRAGE

         In general, the United States gradually expanded suffrage to all its adult citizens. The notable exception is the suffrage of African Americans, which contracted from the end of Reconstruction to the Civil Rights era.

         Originally, the US Constitution had only one provision regarding suffrage: anyone allowed to vote in an election for the most numerous house of the state legislature was eligible to vote in elections for the US House of Representatives. Otherwise, states determined suffrage.

         WHITE MALES AGED TWENTY-ONE OR OVER

         In 1789, all states allowed white males aged twenty-one or over who met certain property requirements to vote. New Jersey allowed women and free African Americans to vote until 1807, and Pennsylvania allowed xxvifree African Americans to vote until 1838. Beginning with New Hampshire in 1792 and ending with North Carolina in 1856, states gradually eliminated their property requirements for suffrage. However, five states continued to require voters to be free from tax delinquencies.

         BLACK MALES, 1865–1920

         Reconstruction expanded suffrage to black men through federal laws and two constitutional amendments. Ratified on 9 July 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment to the US Constitution extended citizenship to free black men and former male slaves. In 1868, black men were able to vote in eight of the eleven rebellious states that had been readmitted to the Union. Ratified on 3 February 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment forbade both the federal and state governments from denying or abridging suffrage on ‘account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude’. During Reconstruction, newly enfranchised black men; loyal white men in Appalachian counties, from Alabama to Virginia, who had supported the Union during the Civil War; and white males from loyal states who had moved south formed coalitions that elected Republican majorities in state legislatures, Republican US representatives and Republican governors, many of whom were black men, in the formerly rebellious Southern states.

         In these states, white Democrats who had supported the Confederacy found black suffrage, black-elected officials and Republican governance intolerable. They used coercion, fraud and terrorism to prevent black men from voting and to end Republican rule. The first Ku Klux Klan and related groups operated as the paramilitary wing of the Democratic Party. Between 1865 and 1877, white Democrats killed at least 2,000 African Americans to suppress black voting, destroy the Republican Party and restore white supremacy in Southern states. Reflecting during the South Carolina Constitutional Convention in 1895, US Senator Benjamin ‘Pitchfork Ben’ Tillman (Democrat) observed, ‘How did we recover our liberty? By fraud and violence.’

         After the Compromise of 1877, which settled the disputed presidential election of 1876, Republican President Rutherford B. Hayes ended Reconstruction by removing federal troops and ending federal enforcement of the voting rights of black Southerners. ‘Bourbon’ Democrats, xxviiwho were wealthy business owners and planters, now controlled state governments in the South. Bourbon Democrats were paternalistic towards newly freed slaves, viewing them as necessary sharecroppers and workers on Bourbon-owned farms and factories, so long as they were subordinate. In 1877, Georgia enacted the first poll tax that effectively disenfranchised both most black men and poor white men. Other Southern states followed.

         Prior to 1890, disenfranchisement of black men was uneven – nearly complete in the Deep South but only partially complete in the Upper South. In Virginia, a biracial coalition known as the Readjuster Party elected a governor and a majority in the state legislature in 1879 and 1881. In North Carolina, Populists and Republicans formed another biracial coalition, known as the Fusionists, which challenged Democratic Party dominance between 1894 and 1900.

         Former Confederates regarded biracial coalitions as a threat to Democratic dominance. Populist and virulently racist Democrats, such as Tom Watson of Georgia and Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina, wrested state governments away from Bourbon Democrats by enflaming fears among poor white Americans that their jobs, safety and social status were threatened by African Americans. Once in power, populist Democrats implemented racial segregation and oversaw the comprehensive disenfranchisement of black men.

         In 1890, Mississippi rewrote its state constitution to limit participation in elections, and specifically to prevent black men from voting, through instituting poll taxes and literacy tests. However, ‘grandfather clauses’ allowed poor and sometimes illiterate white men to continue voting if their male ancestors had been eligible to vote in 1860. Between 1890 and 1908, every Southern state incorporated similar provisions into their constitutions. Democrat Carter Glass, who later served in Congress and as US Treasury Secretary, advocated segregation and the disenfranchisement of black men at the Virginia Constitutional Convention in 1901. Glass exclaimed, ‘Discrimination! Why that is exactly what we propose. To remove every negro voter who can be gotten rid of, legally, without materially impairing the numerical strength of the white electorate.’

         These constitutional changes were highly effective in disenfranchising xxviiiblack men. In Louisiana, for example, the number of black men registered to vote fell from 130,344 in 1896 to 3,000 in 1900. By 1910, black men were still enfranchised in most states outside of the South, where they were a small percentage of the population, but in Southern states, where most blacks lived, most were disenfranchised.

         Beginning with South Carolina in 1896, the Democratic Party claimed that it, as a private organisation, could exclude any remaining black voters from Democratic primary elections. Since winning the primaries was tantamount to winning the general election in Southern states, ‘private, all-white’ primary elections excluded the remaining black voters from any political influence whatsoever.

         WOMEN

         In 1847, the first women’s rights convention, which took place at Seneca Falls, New York, endorsed women’s suffrage. Wyoming was the first to enfranchise women as a territory, in 1869, and as a state, in 1890. Twelve states enfranchised women between 1893 and 1918. Illinois enfranchised women in 1916, but only for presidential elections. After 1900, support for a federal constitutional amendment on women’s suffrage grew – Theodore Roosevelt endorsed it in 1912 and Woodrow Wilson switched from an opponent to a proponent in 1918. Ratified on 18 August 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment forbade the federal government and state governments from denying suffrage based on sex.

         AFRICAN AMERICANS SINCE 1920

         The battle to re-enfranchise African Americans began after the First World War. In Smith v. Allwright (1944), the US Supreme Court ruled that private all-white primaries were unconstitutional. The court held that primary elections were a governmental function subject to the Fifteenth Amendment, since primaries were part of the election process. On 23 January 1964, the Twenty-Fourth Amendment to the US Constitution was ratified, outlawing the poll tax.

         Enacted on 6 August 1965, the Voting Rights Act contains both general provisions that apply nationally and special provisions that applied to certain states. The general provisions include prohibitions on (1) literacy tests and (2) any voting rule that ‘results in the denial or xxixabridgement of the right of any citizen to vote on account of race or color’ or membership in a language-minority group. For states or parts of states where less than half of the eligible population were registered to vote in 1964 or states that used a literacy test in 1964, special provisions applied including (1) a pre-clearance requirement with the US Department of Justice for changing laws or rules related to voting (the US Supreme Court ruled the renewal of this provision was unconstitutional in Shelby County v. Holder, 2013) and (2) allowing federal examiners to register voters (this provision was repealed in 2006).

         The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was transformative. Nearly 1 million black voters registered – an increase to over 50 per cent of the black voting-age population in every Southern state. After the 1966 elections, the number of black-elected officials in Southern states increased from seventy-two to 159.

         AGES EIGHTEEN TO TWENTY

         Prior to the Second World War, twenty-one years was uniformly the minimum age to vote. In 1943, Georgia became the first state to lower the bar to eighteen years old. In 1954, Kentucky lowered its minimum voting age to eighteen. Alaska and Hawaii had a minimum age of twenty upon their admission to the Union in 1959.

         On 7 January 1954, President Dwight D. Eisenhower proposed lowering the minimum age to eighteen years old nationally. On 22 June 1970, President Richard M. Nixon signed the Voting Rights Act of 1970, which contained such a provision. Oregon and Texas challenged the constitutionality of this provision. In Oregon v. Mitchell (1970), the US Supreme Court ruled that Congress could reduce the minimum age for federal elections through legislation but could not reduce the minimum age for state and local elections. In response, the Twenty-Sixth Amendment to the US Constitution was ratified on 1 July 1971, establishing eighteen years old as the minimum age for participation in state and federal elections.

         NATIVE AMERICANS

         In 1789, Native Americans did not have suffrage because they were not considered US citizens. On 2 July 1924, the Indian Citizenship Act xxxrecognised all Native Americans as US citizens and allowed them to vote. At first, however, some Western states applied the disenfranchisement methods developed by Southern Democrats to Native Americans. By the 1950s, Western states had abandoned these discriminatory practices.

         CITIZENSHIP

         Citizenship is not a requirement for suffrage under the US Constitution. Forty states at various times prior to 1926 allowed some resident aliens (non-citizens) to vote. States imposed citizenship requirements for suffrage in three waves: after the War of 1812, during the first three decades of the twentieth century and during the twenty-first century. The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 made it a felony for a non-citizen to vote in federal elections. Currently, California, Maryland, Vermont and the District of Columbia allow some non-citizens to vote in certain local elections.

         VOTER REGISTRATION

         Massachusetts was the first state to mandate voter registration, in 1800. Currently, forty-nine states and the District of Columbia require eligible individuals to register before they may cast a ballot in federal, state and local elections. North Dakota does not require voter registration. Voter registration helps to prevent ineligible people (e.g. resident aliens) from voting and eligible people from voting more than once in any election (e.g. voting by postal ballot and in person or voting in multiple polling places). Unfortunately, voter registration has also been misused in the past to administer literacy tests and poll taxes to disenfranchise African Americans and Native Americans.

         Traditionally, eligible people had to go to a specific office in their local government to register to vote. The National Voter Registration Act of 1993 requires state governments to either provide uniform opt-in registration services through drivers’ licence registration centres, disability centres, schools, libraries and mail-in registration or to allow election-day voter registration at polling places immediately prior to voting. Twenty-five states and the District of Columbia allow election-day registration, while twenty-four states require eligible voters to register a certain xxxinumber of days before election day to cast a ballot on election day. Sixteen states and the District of Columbia have automatic registration with an opt-out when issuing drivers’ licences or ID cards.

         SECRET BALLOT

         Until the 1890s, voting was a public event, occurring in front of crowds. Initially, it was done by voice. By the 1850s, voting was generally by ballot. However, political parties printed pre-marked ballots for voters to deposit in the ballot box. Everyone knew how anyone had voted, making voter intimidation and vote-buying easy. In 1888, Massachusetts was the first state to mandate the Australian ballot, a government-printed ballot listing all elections, initiatives and referenda that voters mark in secret before placing it in the box. Thirty-eight states mandated the Australian ballot by 1900, and the remainder mandated it in the early twentieth century.

         VOTER ID REQUIREMENTS

         Whether states should require voters to present some form of identification before casting a ballot is currently a major political issue in the United States. Twelve states and the District of Columbia do not require voters to present any form of identification before casting a ballot. The remaining states require some form of identification before casting a ballot. While public opinion polls consistently support ID requirements, many Democrats oppose voter ID requirements, alleging that they discriminate against the poor and racial minorities. Republicans respond that virtually everyone has at least one form of acceptable identification since so many aspects of American life require the presentation of ID (e.g. hiring a worker, qualifying for social welfare benefits, cashing a cheque, buying alcoholic beverages or tobacco).

         ELECTION DAY, EARLY VOTING AND DELAYED COUNTING

         The first Congress was elected between 24 November 1788 and 22 June 1789. Voters elected US representatives and state legislatures elected the xxxiiUS senators. The first presidential electors cast their ballots on 4 February 1789, and the newly elected Congress counted the electoral votes on 6 April 1789.

         The Act of 1 March 1792 (1) set the first Wednesday in December every four years as the date for presidential electors to meet and cast their ballots and (2) required the election of presidential electors in the thirty-four days before the meeting. The Act of 23 January 1845 set the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November in every fourth year as the date for all states to elect their presidential electors. In 2022, the Electoral Count Reform and Presidential Transition Improvement Act changed the date on which presidential electors cast their ballots to the first Tuesday after the second Wednesday of December every four years.

         The Act of 2 February 1872 set the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November of 1876 and every two years thereafter for elections of US representatives.

         Prior to the ratification of the Seventeenth Amendment, on 8 April 1913, state legislature was elected over a five-month period prior to 4 March of odd-number years when a new Congress began.

         The Act of 4 June 1914 set the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November for the election of US senators to coincide with the biennial election of US representatives.

         State legislatures, not Congress, determine when elections for state and local offices occur. Most states schedule their elections to coincide with elections for federal offices.

         Most Americans vote now before election day through in-person early voting and postal voting. In 2024, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Nevada, Oregon, Utah and Washington conducted their elections exclusively through postal voting. Twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia allowed both in-person early voting and unconditional postal voting. Eleven states allowed in-person early voting but limited postal voting by setting eligibility requirements. Only Alabama, Mississippi and New Hampshire did not allow either in-person early voting or unconditional postal voting. In 2024, early voting periods varied between four days (Kentucky and Oklahoma) and forty-five days (Minnesota, South Dakota and Virginia). In the 2024 presidential xxxiiielection, 88,380,679 ballots, or 56.9 per cent of all 155,238,302 ballots cast, were in-person early votes or postal votes. Thus, election day has morphed into an election month, profoundly affecting campaign strategy and tactics.

         In 2024, thirty-five states required that postal votes arrive by election day to be counted. Fifteen states and the District of Columbia allowed postal ballots that were postmarked by election day to be counted even if they arrived after election day. Deadlines varied from one day after election day in Texas to fifteen days after in Illinois. As unconditional postal voting has become prevalent in states that allow postal votes that arrive after election day to be counted, delays in announcing election results are becoming common.

         POLITICAL PARTIES AND PRESIDENTIAL NOMINATIONS

         By 1792, the United States had developed a two-party system, with the Federalists being led by Alexander Hamilton and the Democratic-Republicans being led by Thomas Jefferson. The Federalist Party rapidly declined after 1816 and formally dissolved in 1828. In 1824, the then-dominant Democratic-Republican Party divided into a pro-Jackson Democratic Party and an anti-Jackson National Republican Party. In 1834, the National Republican Party was reorganised as the Whig Party. In 1854, the Republican Party replaced the Whig Party. Independent presidential candidates or third-party presidential nominees won significant support and affected the outcome in only four of fifty-one presidential elections.

         From 1796 to 1820, political parties selected their presidential and vice-presidential nominees through party caucuses, in which US representatives and US senators selected their party’s nominees. In 1824, the Democratic-Republican Party caucus failed to agree on presidential and vice-presidential nominees, ending the caucus system.

         In 1832, party conventions – a special assembly of party functionaries and federal, state and local elected officials affiliated with the party that meets once every four years – became the method for nominating xxxivpresidential and vice-presidential candidates. Party conventions reduced the influence of federal representatives and senators in the nomination process. The party convention method prevailed through 1968.

         The first presidential primaries were introduced during the Progressive Era (1890s through 1920s). In 1901, Florida enacted the first presidential preference primary. In 1905, Wisconsin mandated the selection of convention delegates through presidential primaries. In 1910, Oregon became the first state to establish a presidential preference primary that bound convention delegates to support the primary winner. In 1952, New Hampshire initiated its tradition of a ‘first in the nation’ presidential primary. Through 1968, conventions remained deliberative, with presidential primaries playing a supplemental role of demonstrating the popularity of competing candidates to convention delegates.

         In 1972, presidential primaries displaced party conventions as the method of selecting presidential nominees. After the Democratic National Convention nominated Vice-President Hubert H. Humphrey, who had not entered any primaries, for President in 1968, the McGovern Commission required states to adopt new rules to ensure wider participation in the nomination process. Most states found that the easiest way to comply was to establish presidential primaries to select delegates. By 1992, forty states held Democratic presidential primaries and thirty-nine states held Republican presidential primaries. Except for the Republicans in 1976, party conventions have merely ratified the choices made in the presidential primaries.

         Prior to 1948, conventions selected vice-presidential nominees, sometimes with little input from the presidential nominee. Beginning in 1948, presidential nominees have largely been able to select their running mate, with party conventions rubberstamping their choice.

         DISPUTED ELECTION RESULTS

         States determine how losing candidates may challenge election results and whether and how recounts occur. Consequently, procedures vary widely from state to state. The federal government’s role is limited to addressing state violations of the US Constitution or federal law. In Bush v. Gore (2000), the US Supreme Court intervened and stopped the statewide recount ordered by the Florida Supreme Court because xxxvdifferent Florida counties were using different standards to count votes, violating the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.

         HOW DOES THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE AFFECT PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS?

         In comparison with the direct popular election of the President and Vice-President, in which every vote cast has an equal weight in determining the outcome, the Electoral College enhances the importance of votes, especially among marginal and undecided voters, in swing states relative to votes in states dominated by one party or the other. Under the direct popular election mode, presidential campaigns might choose to spend their resources on boosting turnout in favourable or unfavourable states to add to the ticket’s national vote count. Under the Electoral College, votes in swing states are decisive; additional votes in favourable or unfavourable states do not affect the outcome. Consequently, presidential campaigns spend most of their resources, as measured by the time spent by presidential and vice-presidential nominees campaigning or dollars spent on advertising and get-out-the-vote efforts, on winning swing states. Moreover, the Electoral College causes presidential campaigns to elevate locally important issues in swing states that might be downplayed or ignored under the direct popular election mode.

         Swing states change over time. In the 1880s, Indiana and New York were the most marginal swing states, where a shift of a thousand votes or less determined who sat in the White House. In the 2000 election, Florida, Ohio and Virginia were swing states. Arizona, Georgia and North Carolina were Republican, while Michigan and Pennsylvania were Democratic. In the 2024 election, Florida and Ohio were Republican, while Virginia was Democratic, but Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin were swing states.

         Defenders of the Electoral College hold that it prevents presidential campaigns from spending all their resources on the most populous states and forces them to spend resources in the least populous states. This claim is not supported by empirical evidence, which proves that presidential campaigns spend most of their resources and time on swing states regardless of their population.xxxvi
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            Sir Brandon Lewis

         

         
            Polling dates: 15 December 1788–7 January 1789

            Electorate: N/A

            Turnout: N/A

            
               
                  	 
            
                           
                           	Independents
	Presidential candidates
            
                           
                           	George Washington; John Adams; John Jay; Robert Harrison; John Rutledge; John Hancock; George Clinton
	V-P candidate
            
                           
                           	N/A
	Popular vote
            
                           
                           	28,009 (100%)
	Electoral College votes
            
                           
                           	Washington 69; Adams 34; Jay 9; others 26



            

            Senate post-election: Pro-Administration 13 / Anti-Administration 7

            House post-election: Pro-Administration 37 / Anti-Administration 28

            Note: Only ten of the thirteen states cast electoral votes; New York did not cast any electoral votes because its legislature could not agree on how to choose electors; North Carolina and Rhode Island had not yet ratified the US Constitution so were illegible to cast electoral votes

         

         America’s first presidential election would hardly qualify as democratic by today’s standards. There were no primaries or conventions, no stump speeches, catchy slogans or debates, nor even political parties to rally voters or shape public opinion. Instead, there was a nation reeling from revolution, trying to figure out if this whole ‘republic’ thing might actually work.

         But despite the lack of modern fanfare, one thing was clear: George Washington would become President.

         And it wasn’t close. Washington wasn’t just the front runner; he was 2the only serious candidate anyone could agree on. He wasn’t merely a military hero; he was the embodiment of national unity at a moment when the American experiment was hanging by a thread.

         Turning that consensus into reality, however, was neither easy nor guaranteed. It emerged from a backdrop of political instability, institutional breakdown and deep ideological division. The United States was newly independent but burdened with a government too weak to tax, enforce laws or defend its own borders. Therefore, the 1789 election opened questions as to how the republic would develop going forward.

         Things had started to unravel quickly. As early as 1784, Washington cautioned that the Union was weak and unstable, calling it a ‘half-starved, limping government’ dangerously close to collapse. His fears proved well-founded just a few years later, when a group of angry Massachusetts farmers, led by Daniel Shays, marched on the Springfield armoury in an attempt to seize its weapons and overthrow the government. The federal government, bound by the limitations of the Articles of Confederation, was powerless to intervene. In the end, it was the Massachusetts militia that stepped in to restore order.

         At the same time, foreign powers were testing the republic’s resolve. British troops continued to occupy outposts along the western frontier, in open defiance of the Treaty of Paris. To the south, Spain maintained control of the Mississippi River, cutting off a vital trade artery and stifling economic growth for American settlers in the West.

         Alarmed by internal unrest and external pressures, leaders across the states recognised the urgent need for reform and called for a convention in Philadelphia to revise the Articles of Confederation.

         Washington supported the idea of reform, but at first he was hesitant about attending the convention. Trusted friends such as James Madison and Henry Knox believed that only Washington’s leadership and the respect he had earned during the war could give the effort the authority it needed. They persuaded him to come. Washington’s arrival at Independence Hall was met with a unanimous decision to have him preside. Wearing his old military uniform, he brought a sense of dignity and legitimacy to the gathering. What began as a plan to amend the Articles of Confederation soon grew into a much larger mission to replace them entirely with a new constitution. 3

         Among the most pressing and divisive questions was how to structure executive power. Some delegates, scared of anything that looked like a king, favoured a team of leaders instead of just one. Others, such as James Wilson of Pennsylvania, argued that a ‘single magistrate’ would bring strength, decisiveness and accountability. After three days of back-and-forth, Wilson won the day, and the convention decided on one President.

         Establishing the office laid important groundwork, yet the core disagreements between Federalists and Anti-Federalists persisted. Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton and James Madison, believed that only a strong national government could preserve the Union and command respect abroad. They were openly critical of the Articles of Confederation, branding them ‘repugnant’ and inefficient. On the flip side were the Anti-Federalists, who worried that the new constitution was giving too much power to the central government, threatening the independence of the states and even personal freedoms.

         As the framers hashed out the presidential selection process, their differing beliefs became impossible to ignore. Wilson and his Federalist friends wanted the people to vote directly, insisting that legitimacy came from the electorate. But Anti-Federalists such as Roger Sherman and Elbridge Gerry argued the average citizen could be easily swayed or tricked, so they pushed for the President to be chosen by the legislature. However, Madison feared that would entangle the executive in factional politics, compromising independence.

         The solution came in the form of a compromise: the Electoral College. Wilson proposed that each state select electors, who would in turn choose the President. This plan preserved the independence of the executive while keeping state legislatures involved. It offered a politically acceptable path for Federalists and Anti-Federalists, and thus it became law.

         With the electoral system set, attention turned to the question of leadership: who should lead this new country? Despite plenty of political arguments and ideological splits between Federalists and Anti-Federalists, nearly everyone agreed that George Washington was the only viable candidate. His glowing reputation, tempered by restraint, proven in war and untainted by factionalism, made him the natural leader for a nation in search of stability. 4

         Washington wasn’t exactly jumping for joy at the idea of becoming President. After years of leading troops in battle, he’d been ready to retire and enjoy a quiet life at Mount Vernon. The burden of leadership seemingly filled him with anxiety. ‘Without that competency of political skill, abilities, and inclination’, he confided to a close friend, he felt like a ‘culprit, who is going to the place of his execution’. His hesitation reflected an understanding that the presidency was more than a job; it was the foundation of a nation. That responsibility made the decision far from straightforward.

         Nevertheless, behind the scenes, Washington’s supporters were hard at work. Chief among them was Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s former aide and a committed Federalist. For Hamilton, the whole success of the new constitution hinged on Washington becoming President. Quietly and quickly, he launched a writing campaign, reaching out to political contacts nationwide, urging them to back Washington’s bid. He also pressed Washington directly, cautioning that declining the presidency could appear as a betrayal of the cause he had once commanded on the battlefield.

         Hamilton kept his campaign mostly under the radar, but it paid off big time, securing the only unanimous presidential election in American history. Meanwhile, Washington played the reluctant leader perfectly, allowing his silence to carry the momentum forward. His lack of self-promotion, far from being seen as a weakness, became his biggest selling point. In a young nation wary of concentrated power, Washington’s modesty was not just refreshing but became the very symbol of ‘republican virtue’.

         As the election approached, newspapers from across the political divide praised Washington as the ‘indispensable man’. Even Anti-Federalist editors, usually quick to criticise, mostly kept quiet about the candidate himself. His very name offered Americans a rare sense of national unity.

         Washington may have been the popular choice, but he wasn’t running unopposed. His most serious rival was John Adams, a fellow Federalist and revolutionary who had earned respect as a leading voice for independence and as a skilled diplomat in Europe. But while Adams brought plenty of experience, he lacked Washington’s unifying 5presence. He was sharp, rigid and unapologetically elitist, earning admiration for his intellect but also unease over his temperament. Madison, echoing a broader Southern discomfort, characterised Adams’s politics as ‘objectionable’ and his ambition ‘obnoxious’. That wasn’t just political sniping. Adams openly romanticised aristocracy and even proposed that Presidents be addressed as ‘His Excellency’ or ‘His Mightiness’. For a country trying to shed its royal baggage, that didn’t land well. When the Electoral College cast its votes in early 1789, the outcome came as no surprise. George Washington received the support of all sixty-nine electors, securing a unanimous win that has never been replicated. The real contest lay further down the ballot, in the race for Vice-President.

         Under the original system, the runner-up automatically became second-in-command, and that honour went to John Adams, who pulled in thirty-four votes. He was the only candidate who came anywhere close. The rest of the field was scattered and disjointed. John Jay picked up nine votes. Robert Harrison and John Rutledge each took six. Regional heavyweights like John Hancock and George Clinton earned four and three, respectively. A smattering of others received one or two apiece.

         On 14 April 1789, a messenger arrived at Mount Vernon with a letter from Congress. The news was expected but heavy: George Washington had been officially elected the first President of the United States. For nearly all those around him, it was a moment of celebration. For Washington, it felt more like a prison sentence. Far from basking in the moment, he wrote that he was ‘oppressed with more anxious and painful sensations than I have words to express’. This was not hyperbole. Washington had serious doubts. He didn’t think he had the political know-how to steer the young republic. But he also understood the symbolism of the job. Declining it wasn’t really an option. So, true to form, he began preparations to leave the comfort of Mount Vernon and assume the presidency.

         When he arrived in New York to be sworn in, the crowds turned out in full force. Bells rang. Cannons fired. But his inaugural address struck a sombre tone. He played down his credentials and reminded everyone that this wasn’t about him. The real test, he said, wasn’t just whether a 6new President could govern but whether a republic could survive. ‘The sacred fire of liberty’, he warned, is ‘deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.’

         The 1789 election did far more than bring George Washington to power; it helped define the presidency itself. Washington’s refusal to campaign openly was not seen as aloofness but as a demonstration of republican virtue. He showed restraint in the face of criticism, avoided aligning himself with emerging political factions and presented himself as a President for all Americans (albeit only white men). Through these actions, Washington established the presidency as a symbol of national integrity and civic responsibility. This early example set a high bar, shaping not only how Presidents are chosen but also how they are expected to lead.

         Yet beneath the broad support, cracks were already forming. Brilliant but blunt, Adams had a habit of alienating allies, who saw his politics as too centralised and his manner as overly aristocratic. So while Washington’s election was a near-universal success, the contest revealed early fault lines in the young political system.

         The election of 1789 wasn’t just the start of a constitutional experiment; it was a preview of the constitutional headaches to come. Yes, it was peaceful. Yes, it was orderly. And yes, it handed power to the man nearly everyone wanted at the helm. But the system that got him there was far from perfect. Rather than letting the public choose directly, the process ran through a maze of state legislatures and appointed electors. Ordinary citizens were kept at arm’s length. Influence, predictably, stayed concentrated among political elites. The result looked clean on paper, but it masked the beginning of a deeper political drift. Factional loyalties were already forming. Regional tensions, especially between the North and South, were becoming harder to ignore. Even the mechanics of the electoral process raised eyebrows, hinting at future fights over legitimacy, representation and democratic access.

         The first presidential election was not the product of a mature democracy but the outcome of fragile consensus, trial and error and a pressing need. In George Washington, the United States found not just a President but a symbol of unity, restraint and national identity. By taking office with humility rather than ambition, he set the standard 7for leadership based on duty rather than dominance. Washington’s quiet acceptance of the role helped transform abstract constitutional principles into lived political reality.

         
             

         

         Sir Brandon Lewis is a former UK Cabinet Minister and Member of Parliament who served in government from 2012 to 2022, including as Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. He now works in international business and governance, advising on geopolitical and economic issues.
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            Incumbent: George Washington

            Polling dates: 2 November–5 December

            Electorate: N/A

            Turnout: N/A

            
               
                  	 
            
                           
                           	Independents
	Presidential candidates
            
                           
                           	George Washington; John Adams; George Clinton; Thomas Jefferson; Aaron Burr
	V-P candidate
            
                           
                           	N/A
	Popular vote
            
                           
                           	11,176 (100%)
	Electoral College votes
            
                           
                           	Washington 132; Adams 77; Clinton 50; Others 5



            

            Senate post-election: Pro-Administration 16 / Anti-Administration 14

            House post-election: Pro-Administration 51 / Anti-Administration 54

         

         The election of 1792 was, on the face of it, extremely uncontroversial and – some might argue – not one for the history books! George Washington, still riding a wave of popular support and adulation, was unanimously elected to a second term, thus contributing to the establishment of a precedent for a two-term limit to the presidency. But despite the apparent simplicity of this election, the process and outcome reflected some key strengths and weaknesses of the US in the early years of its existence.

         Washington was a reluctant President. He made no attempt to disguise his dislike for the trappings of office. He was known, for example, to prefer playing with cutlery at grand dinners rather than engaging in tiresome small talk. 9

         A countryman at heart, he was ready to retire to his grand Palladian mansion of Mount Vernon and oversee his tobacco plantations – returning to the life of a squire, which his family had known for generations. So keen was he to step away in 1792 that he had even prepared a farewell address and asked his fellow Virginian James Madison to put the finishing touches to it. In the end, he asked Hamilton to write a new draft of his farewell address, which was published in September 1796.

         But the love he had for his ancestral home was trumped by the duty he felt towards his fledgling nation and, moreover, his concern about keeping the country in one piece. For despite Washington’s hatred of partisanship, two distinct political blocs had emerged in the US since he had been sworn in as President in 1789. Alexander Hamilton and John Adams, who were in favour of a strong central government and had supported the Constitution, led a grouping which became known as the Federalists. Those who were instinctively sceptical of a strong central government and supported the rights of states rallied under Thomas Jefferson and became the Democratic-Republican Party.

         Washington’s first-term Cabinet – containing Jefferson as Secretary of State and Hamilton as Treasury Secretary – was intended to act as a unifying force, but blazing rows still emerged over a host of issues. Notably, Hamilton’s financial plans for the government to assume state debt provoked the ire of Democratic-Republican figures such as James Madison. While this plan ultimately passed, it merely papered over the growing cracks between the two rival factions.

         These party divisions highlighted the importance of Washington as a unifying figure. Both sides knew that Washington was the only person capable of keeping the Union together. All the key politicians, such as Madison, Jefferson and Hamilton, were convinced that Washington had to stay. More specifically, they knew that Washington, hailing from Virginia but a supporter of policies such as Hamilton’s financial plan (which arguably benefited Northern financial interests), was the glue which held the country together. ‘North and South will hang together if they have you to hang on,’ argued Jefferson.

         It was therefore with great reluctance that Washington came to the realisation that his services were still required – only ‘after a long and painful conflict in my own breast’, complained Washington. So 10disinclined was the former general that, in fact, he never officially declared his candidacy.

         Washington was evidently integral to the US victory in the Revolutionary War and vital to nursing the Union during its infancy. Moreover, he was the only man America could rely on to keep the nation together and to hold its hand as it continued to take tentative steps forward as an independent country. No one else rose above (what he would have considered) petty party politics and could prevent the Union from fracturing so early in its existence.

         The election itself was held under the same system as in 1788, whereby each elector had two votes, which were cast without displaying preference for the President or Vice-President. The candidate with the most votes became President, while the second favourite became Vice-President. The electors were chosen by differing methods depending on the state. In most states (including New York and New Jersey), electors were appointed by the state legislatures. There was more of a semblance of democracy in other states, such as Maryland and Pennsylvania, where voters directly chose their electors. Each elector was, in theory, pledged to a candidate
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