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model of presidential elections, based on changes in inflation and eco-
nomic growth, predicted that President Bush would win comfortably with
57 percent of the vote.> The economy 4id matter in 1992; in fact, a slogan
on the wall in the Clinton campaign’s “war room”— “The economy, stu-
pid”—Dbecame so well known that it was used in campaigns throughout
the world. That while the economy mattered traditional economic models
could not predict the election emphasizes what an unusual year 1992 was.
George Bush was not defeated because knee-jerk pocketbook voters voted
against him, but because voters who were concerned about their long-
term economic future no longer believed that the Republican party had a
program for prosperity and for governing the country.

Finally, if voters had not remembered past campaigns, George Bush
would have won reelection. In other words, if the “visceral power of ad
pollution”—typified by the Willie Horton and “Read my lips” gambits in
Bush’s 1988 campaign—had been as effective as critics maintained, Bush
would have been reelected. But in fact it proved harder to recycle an in-
cumbent—even a heroic war leader—who had broken well-known prom-
ises than to promote a vice-president. The road to Washington is littered
with the geniuses of campaigns past.

The dramatic turnaround in the ratings of President Bush is powerful
confirmation that when people’s beliefs about the main problems facing
the president change the way they think about presidents and parties also
changes. In 1992, voters reasoned that the collapse of the Soviet Union
meant that diplomatic and military skills were less important. They be-
lieved that the economy was the main problem facing the country and that
trade was the most important international issue. Candidates in both par-
ties had to try to demonstrate to voters that their policies were relevant to
the new domestic and international contexts.

With the collapse of communism, the Republican record on defense was
no longer as relevant as it had been and their domestic economic record
was mixed at best. After twelve years, Reaganomics had not brought lower
taxes, less government spending, or sustained growth. President Bush had
to use his campaign to try to convince voters that his military and diplo-
matic skills could open markets in Japan, and that he would focus on
domestic issues in his second term.

Bill Clinton successfully used his campaign to persuade voters that he
would change the policies of his party, and that he was a different kind of
Democrat, who would emphasize jobs and personal responsibility instead
of the social programs of a traditional, “tax and spend” Democrat. Clinton’s
campaign had to provide such assurance to voters; the party’s past record
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more than half of all the respondents listed an economic concern as the
major problem facing the country, while only 7 percent cited any interna-
tional or military concern.

At the time that President Bush’s military ratings and overall ratings
were at a record high, only 42 percent of all respondents had a favorable
impression of the job he was doing on the economy. Moreover, four out of
five said they believed the economy was in recession, and 75 percent
blamed the state of the economy on the policies of either George Bush or
Ronald Reagan.® The majority of respondents placed the lion’s share of the
blame on the policies of President Reagan; but Bush had made correcting
the perceived excesses of the Reagan policies a cornerstone of his 1988
campaign with his talk of a “kinder, gentler nation” and his pledge, “I am
the change.”

The collective displays of buoyant patriotism following Operation Desert
Storm did not put an end to pessimism about the future. In the afterglow of
international acclaim for American leadership, when President Bush was
receiving record ratings, only slightly more than one out of three Ameri-
cans were optimistic about their collective future. Since 1984, CBS News/
New York Times polls have asked the question, “Do you think the future for
the next generation of Americans will be better, worse, or about the same
as life today?”” During the postwar elation, in the first week of March 1991,
only 36 percent were optimistic, while 35 percent expected no change and
26 percent expected things to be worse for the next generation.” Although
these figures showed slightly greater optimism than in the previous year,
they reflected, as well, a pessimism about the future that had been increas-
ing throughout the four years of Ronald Reagan’s second term.?

Expectations about the economic future were far lower than would have
been expected on the basis of actual measures of the economy. For decades
the Conference Board, a business think tank, and the University of Michi-
gan’s Institute for Social Research had been calculating indices of con-
sumer confidence based on surveys which asked people their evaluations
oflocal employment opportunities and economic activity, and their expec-
tations about employment opportunities, family income, and economic
activity in the future. For decades, both of these measures of consumer
confidence had closely mirrored actual changes in employment oppor-
tunities and economic activity. When Iraq invaded Kuwait, however,
consumer confidence dropped far below where it would have been based
on the historic relationship with the aggregate predictors of consumer con-
fidence. After the victorious 100-hour air war, moreover, there was only a
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tle had ended. In the summer of 1991, the Senate confirmation hearings on
the nomination of Judge Clarence Thomas to the United States Supreme
Court fueled yet another round of anger and disgust. For days, millions lis-
tened to a debate they considered embarrassing and unseemly over
whether Judge Thomas had sexually harassed a former associate of his,
Anita Hill. This was followed in the autumn with the explosion of public
anger over revelations that many members of the House of Representatives
had consistently overdrawn their accounts in the House-run bank. Al-
though no public funds were involved—because overdrawn checks were
covered by the deposits of fellow Representatives—the practice became a
focus for public resentment of members of Congress as people with special
privileges unwarranted by their collective performance. Incumbents who
had written hundreds of bad checks were particularly liable to challenges
in the primaries and in the general election. So acrimonious was the atmo-
sphere that the largest number of members of Congress since the Depres-
sion chose to retire rather than risk another campaign.22

Operation Desert Storm was but a brief interlude in the battle between
the Democrats and Republicans about what approach to take in dealing
with the federal budget deficit and the public’s concerns over education,
medical care, jobs, and the economy. The president continued to insist that
the programs already in place were adequate to meet the challenge. But by
April of 1992 fully 58 percent of the registered voters, including a plurality
of Republicans, said the Bush administration was drifting without clear
plans, and only 29 percent said the administration was moving carefully to
develop its plans. Three years earlier, in April of 1989, these figures had
been reversed; then, 61 percent thought the administration was moving
carefully and only 31 percent believed it was drifting.

Throughout the primary season, public pessimism continued to grow.
By May, Richard Wirthlin found that there was more concern about the
direction in which the country was heading than at any time since 1980.23
In the first Reagan administration, unemployment averaged higher than
9.5 percent for two years, and during 1982 the gross domestic product
dropped by more than two percentage points. By contrast, in late 1991 and
throughout 1992, unemployment was substantially lower, averaging near
7 percent, and the rate of growth rose to 2.2 percent from nearly zero in
1982.

In running for a second term, George Bush was in far deeper trouble
than President Reagan had been when he ran for a second term, even
though the downturn during President Bush'’s first term was far less severe
than the downturn under President Reagan. By 1992 many voters had lost
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merely a campaign tactic.>® When a candidate is both a consensus builder
and a person whose character is being questioned, the concern becomes
even more serious. As the 1992 campaign suggests, when there is anger
and resentment at the entire political system, the voters’ concerns with
sincerity will be even more salient.

Voters had inferred (erroneously, as it happened) from the draft evasion
stories that Clinton had led a life of privilege. His personal history—suc-
cessful avoidance of the draft during the Vietnam War, a Rhodes Schol-
arship, attendance at Yale Law School—suggested that he had been born to
a life of social connections and privilege. This misperception raised suspi-
cions about whether he had any genuine concern for average people or
whether he was just posturing.

The Man from Hope

When Bill Clinton formally clinched his party’s nomination on June 2 with
victories in five states, including California, Ohio, and New Jersey, he had
been badly damaged by the primary process.?® Even though he was the
first Democratic candidate to win primaries in all ten of the largest states,
his candidacy was considered doomed by many commentators. Jay Leno,
for example, suggested that when Clinton had a call-in show, the number
should be “Rescue 911.”40 The undeclared candidacy of Ross Perot was
gaining momentum, and Clinton was third in most of the national polls
behind Perot and Bush. In fact, in California he could not even carry his
own party against Ross Perot: in the June 2 exit polls, he lost a trial heat to
Perot among voters in the California Democratic primary.4! In a Newsweek/
Gallup poll, 30 percent of Democrats thought the Democratic convention
should dump Clinton and find another candidate.4?

When shown television commercials of Clinton discussing his pro-
grams, potential voters in focus groups reacted derisively and discounted
most of what he said as slick propaganda.43 Yet only six weeks later, Clin-
ton was rising so quickly in the polls that Ross Perot dropped out of the race
and attributed his decision, in part, to a revitalized Democratic party.

If Clinton won the nomination by talking about the economy, he over-
came the damage he had sustained in the primaries by talking about
himself, connecting the issues with which he was concerned to his own
personal history. To counter the impression that many people had of him as
a privileged, slick, adulterous draft dodger, albeit a smart one with a plan
for the economy, he provided voters with a fuller portrait of himself by giv-
ing the public a sense of his past.

Clinton’s comeback would have not been possible ten years earlier be-
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The Democratic convention, and the selection of Senator Al Gore as vice
presidential candidate, however, had convinced the public that Bill Clin-
ton was a “new kind of Democrat,” and the Republican campaign proved
unable to change that impression. The week after the Democratic conven-
tion, when the CBS/New York Times poll asked potential voters whether
Bill Clinton and Al Gore were “different from Democratic candidates in
previous years” or were “typical Democrats,” 44 percent thought Clinton
and Gore were a “new kind of Democrat.” After the Republican conven-
tion, the number dropped to 41 percent, but in October it was up to 48
percent. At no time during the election did a plurality of Independents and
Republicans ever think of Clinton as another Mondale or Dukakis.

In September the Bush campaign resorted to implying that Clinton was a
pawn of the former Soviet Union because he had visited Moscow while a
Rhodes Scholar at Oxford; these attempts resulted in making Bush a target
of some ridicule.?® That these attacks on Clinton were viewed as necessary
at all was a testament to the ability of the Clinton campaign to keep the
focus clearly on the distinction they sought to emphasize: “change versus
more of the same,” by negating all the peripheral attacks designed to shift
the focus to trust or taxes or personal character.

When Bush attacked Clinton as a draft dodger and a possible dupe of
Moscow, Ronald Reagan’s two-term head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admi-
ral William J. Crowe, endorsed Clinton and said that he was confident of
Clinton’s ability to defend the country and provide continuity in foreign
policy. With the Cold War at an end, Admiral Crowe’s endorsement on
September 20 was enough to keep the issues of foreign policy, defense, and
fitness to serve as Commander-in-Chief from becoming central during the
rest of the campaign.

Clinton had an economic plan, and a large part of the electorate knew of
it and believed that he had told them what he would do if elected. Cam-
paign advertisements featured nine Nobel laureates in economics as well as
hundreds of business executives from prominent corporations who also
endorsed the plan. Moreover, these business executives were not “losers”
but the heads of some of the most successful high-technology firms in the
country, such as Apple Computers and Hewlett-Packard. The percentage of
the population who thought the Clinton plan was worth trying did not
decline.>?

Most important, Clinton’s campaign advertising featured the candidate’s
record on welfare reform. During his tenure as governor of Arkansas, Clin-
ton had developed a training program for mothers on welfare that had
succeeded in moving seventeen thousand women off the welfare roles and


















