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HOW TO WIN AN ELECTION
WITHOUT ANYONE KNOWING

The ads aired by the two candidates in the 2010 Colorado U.S. Senate race told the story of the ideological war that defined that midterm election. Michael Bennet, a freshman Democrat appointed to replace a man who had become one of Barack Obama’s cabinet secretaries, was deeply in hock to a liberal White House. Tea Party Republican challenger Ken Buck was—or so went the punditry and Bennet’s attacks—too conservative for the moderate, suburbanizing state.

Meanwhile, one million letters being delivered to Democratic-leaning Coloradoans in the last days of the race made no mention of either candidate, their allegiances, or the issues that separated them. They lacked any allusion to the ideological split riving the nation or reference to the policy consequences of a change in party control of the Senate. The folded pieces of laser-printed white paper were designed to be ugly, with a return address referring to a sender whose name voters were unlikely to recognize. The sender thanked the recipient by first name for having voted in 2008, and then said she looked forward to being able to express such gratitude again after the coming elections. The letter, dispassionate in tone and startlingly personal in content, might have inspired most recipients to dispatch it to a trash can with no strong feeling other than being oddly unsettled by its arrival.

It was not only in Colorado where communications in the last days before the 2010 elections seemed out of whack with such a feral season in American politics. Across the country on the Sunday night before the election, millions of Democrats received an e-mail from Obama’s seemingly dormant campaign apparatus, Organizing for America, with a gently worded reminder that they had “made a commitment to vote in this election” and that “the time has come to make good on that commitment. Think about when you’ll cast your vote and how you’ll get there.”

The voters who received either the Colorado letter or the Organizing for America message had likely never encountered anything like them before. At a moment when many candidates, admen, pundits, and organizers thought that the way to get their allies to the polls was to implore them through television ads to consider the election’s high stakes and respond in kind, these tactics, designed to go undetected by media coverage, aimed to push buttons that many voters didn’t even know they had. The people who had scripted the messages and carefully selected their recipients aimed to exploit eternal human vulnerabilities—such as the desire to fit in or not to be seen as a liar—in order to turn layabouts into voters.

The man who had sent the million letters in white envelopes did the quick math after the Colorado election from his post thousands of miles away. Hal Malchow was a middle-aged Mississippian who had spent his life conniving new ways to win elections, except for a brief detour into securities law that ended when he realized that writing the contracts to guard against complex financial schemes was less fun than trying to hatch them. Now he was playing a different angle, and calculated that the psychological influence he had exerted through his letters would improve turnout among recipients by 2.5 percent. That would mean that his language had created 25,000 new voters, most of them carefully selected to be likely votes for the incumbent. Bennet had lagged Buck for much of the year and had never approached the 50 percent threshold that many experts say is necessary in pre-election polls for an incumbent to expect victory. There was further evidence of a gap in partisan enthusiasms: at the time the polls opened, 74,000 fewer Democrats had returned their early-vote ballots than Republicans. But on election day, something was pushing Bennet even with Buck, and by the time Malchow turned in for the night the two candidates were separated by only hundreds of votes.

The next morning, he awoke to good news from the west. Bennet had pulled ahead of Buck, and was on his way to winning the race by 15,000 votes. His victory would help to keep the Senate in Democratic control. Malchow was having fun.
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COLORADO WAS ONE of the rare sources of cheer for Democrats in an otherwise disastrous set of midterm elections in 2010. Party wise men were eager to mine grand lessons from the Rockies; if only they could figure out what made Colorado resist a national conservative wave, they could use Bennet’s strategy as a model for Obama’s reelection two years later. “The Bennet thing was pretty instructive,” Obama’s chief strategist, David Axelrod, told the National Journal in a postmortem. “The contrast he drew with Buck was very meaningful.”

The people who explain politics for a living—the politicians themselves, their advisers, the media who cover them—love to reach tidy conclusions like this one. Elections are decided by charismatic personalities, strategic maneuvers, the power of rhetoric, the zeitgeist of the political moment. The explainers cloak themselves in loose-fitting theories because they offer a narrative comfort, unlike the more honest acknowledgment that elections hinge on the motivations of millions of individual human beings and their messy, illogical, often unknowable psychologies. In fact, Bennet could have won the Senate seat because of major demographic changes and ideological fault lines around delicate cultural issues, or because of a single letter that exerted a subtle dose of peer pressure on its recipients—or hundreds of other factors big and small that played a part in changing people’s minds or getting them to vote.

The political craft thrives on that ambiguity. It allows just about anyone involved to take credit for good results or attribute blame for poor ones, confident of never being proven wrong. After a positive result on election night, everything a winning campaign did looks brilliant. When a campaign loses, consultants usually blame the candidate or the moment—and there rarely seem to be professional consequences for those who had set the strategy or tactics. Longevity, as well as the aura of wisdom that comes from it, is a political operative’s most valued trait.

Over a generation, helping Americans choose their leaders has grown into a $6-billion-per-year industry. But the new profession hums along on a mixture of tradition and inertia, unable to learn from its successes or its failures. The tools available to campaign operatives can do little to explain what makes someone vote—and few of the people toiling inside campaign war rooms seem disturbed by this gap in their knowledge. “It’s probably the only industry in the world where there’s no market research,” says Dave Carney, the top strategist on the launch of Texas governor Rick Perry’s presidential campaign. “Most things are done with only one check,” says Steve Rosenthal, a Democratic consultant who works closely on campaigns with many of the left’s top interest groups. “People’s guts.”

The unheralded arrival of the gently threatening letters in Colorado mailboxes marked the maturation of a tactical revolution against that kind of gut politics. The first stirrings had come a decade earlier, in the wake of the 2000 presidential vote, which shifted on election night from a contest between electoral strategists to a tussle among lawyers. What seemed at the time to be a low-stakes election would have a major effect on the way campaigns were waged. The narrow, almost accidental quality of George W. Bush’s victory—decided by 537 votes in Florida, or really just one on the Supreme Court—provoked a reexamination of where votes come from.

Seemingly small boosts of two or three percentage points quickly became indispensable components of a victory formula, and the intellectual hierarchy of thinking about campaigns changed accordingly. Turnout, the unsexy practice of mobilizing known supporters to vote, could no longer be dismissed by campaign leadership as little more than a logistically demanding civics project to be handled by junior staff or volunteers. Campaigns could not obsess only over changing minds through mass media. “Many strategists had been believers that ‘big things are all that matter in campaigns’—the big events, the big TV spots, the debates, the convention and the VP pick,” says Adrian Gray, who worked in the Bush White House and on both of Bush’s campaigns. “After 2000, for the first time a lot of people who shared that sentiment started to believe that there is a lot that can be done on the margins.”

The result has been an ongoing, still unsettled battle between the two parties for analytical supremacy, a fight that Bush data analyst Alex Gage likens to an “information arms race.” A new era of statistical accountability has been introduced to a trade governed largely by anecdote and lore. Each side has its own sobriquets for the intellectual rebels—Karl Rove boasted of his “propellerheads” and Rick Perry’s campaign of its “eggheads,” while those on the left were happy to call themselves “geeks.” They have made their cases in the PowerPoint palimpsest that inevitably arrives when an industry quickly learns to appreciate its own data. Suddenly, the crucial divide within the consulting class is not between Democrats and Republicans, or the establishment and outsiders, but between these new empiricists and the old guard.

The latter can be found in both parties, and it was a constellation of new-guard academics and political consultants on the left who had mastered the psychological tool used in the Colorado mailer. Six years before, one of them had first had the idea of ominously reminding citizens that whether or not they vote is a matter of public record. In the next few elections, the language and presentation had been refined through serendipitous collaboration unusual in politics, flowing effortlessly between operatives and academic researchers who previously had neither the opportunity nor inclination to work together. Functioning in a growing laboratory culture, they had jerry-rigged a research-and-design function onto an industry that long resisted it. And by the summer of 2010, they had perfected the politics of shame. It was only a matter of time before a desperate campaign, or interest group, would summon the audacity to deploy it.
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TWO DAYS AFTER the 2010 election, while Colorado election officials were still counting ballots, Hal Malchow sat in his office in Washington, D.C., pleased to see Bennet on his way to victory. A sign hanging on the wall neatly summarized the self-satisfaction Malchow felt at moments like these: All progress in the world depends on the unreasonable man. He had spent more than three years obsessing over the technique he had used in his mailers. He had pored over the scholarly research that supported the use of what psychologists called social pressure, and he had finally persuaded the liberal group Women’s Voices Women’s Vote to overcome its fear of a backlash and send out letters to Colorado households likely to support Bennet but requiring an extra push to get to the polls.

The research had begun five years earlier. In 2005, a Michigan political consultant named Mark Grebner—whose glasses, stringy parted hair, eccentric polymathy, and relentless tinkering earned him comparisons to Ben Franklin—had written to two Yale political science professors who he knew were interested in finding new ways to motivate people to vote. The next year, they collaborated on an experiment in Michigan in which they sent voters a copy of their own public vote histories, along with their neighbors’, and a threat to deliver an updated set after the election. It was marvelously effective, increasing turnout among those who received it by 20 percent. But no candidate or group wanted to be associated with a tactic that looked a lot like bullying—and a bit like blackmail.

How to muffle such a potent weapon so that it could be used in the course of regular campaigns became an obsession of the Analyst Institute, a consortium quietly founded in 2006 by liberal groups looking to coordinate their increasingly ambitious research agendas. The Analyst Institute was a hybrid of classic Washington traits: the intellectual ambition of a think tank, the legal privacy of a for-profit consulting firm, and the hush-hush sensibility of a secret society. But its culture derived from the laboratory. The Analyst Institute was founded on a faith in the randomized-control experiment, which had migrated in the middle of the twentieth century from agriculture to medicine as a unique instrument for isolating the effects of individual fertilizers and vaccines. Social scientists later adopted field experiments, transforming research in everything from credit-card marketing to developing-world economics. Around 2000, such experiments found their way into politics, with voters as their unwitting guinea pigs. Over a decade these “prescription drug trials for democracy,” in the words of Rock the Vote president Heather Smith, have upended much of what the political world thought it knew about how voters’ minds work, and dramatically changed the way that campaigns approach, cajole, and manipulate them.

The Analyst Institute’s founding director, a psychologist named Todd Rogers, always liked to remind people that these behavioral science interventions couldn’t alter a race’s fundamental dynamics. No technique could do that; a good candidate or a bad economy would still set the conditions of an election. But experimental insights could decide close races—by nudging turnout up two points here, six points there—and none has proven as powerful and promising as Grebner’s social-pressure breakthrough.

It took three years of trial and error by academics and operatives, including Malchow, until he settled on softer, more friendly language—thanking people for having voted in the past as opposed to threatening them if they didn’t in the future—that delivered impressive results in a randomized experiment. During a test conducted during New Jersey’s 2009 gubernatorial elections, such a letter had increased turnout among voters who received it by 2.5 percent. Through other tests, Malchow had found that many political messages were most effective when delivered in understated white typed envelopes, as opposed to multicolor glossy mailers, and so he packaged the Colorado social-pressure letters in a way he hoped would resemble an urgent notice from the taxman. “People want information, they don’t want advertising,” Malchow said. “When they see our fingerprints on this stuff, they believe it less.”

The fact that Americans were tiring of political communication was, in many ways, a testament to the success of a profession Malchow had done much to develop. His métier was the direct-mail piece, the postbox-stuffing brochure so often dismissed as junk mail. That form, and Malchow’s career, had emerged in the long mid-1980s shadow of television and relegated Malchow to a second-class status in the consulting world’s star system. Direct mail is a staple of the category of campaign activity known as “voter contact,” distinguished—as compared with media advertising—by its ability to hit a preselected individual with precision. This is the way most voters interact directly with campaigns: the phone calls that interrupt dinner, the knock on the door from a young canvasser, leaflets stuffing the mailbox as election day approaches, personalized text-message blasts. Even as these voter-contact activities often go ignored by the people who write about politics, campaigns continue to spend money on these tactics, and lavishly—as much as a half-billion dollars per presidential campaign season.

Political mail has been perhaps the least glamorous of all the voter-contact tools. At a young age, however, Malchow was drawn to the fact that brochures, unlike broadcast ads or rally coverage on the nightly news, could be unexpectedly personal. Working with mail gave him a distinctive perspective on the electorate—which he saw as an array of individuals rather than a puzzle of blocs and zones—and the ambition to measure the effect of his work on a similar scale. As a result, Malchow had ended up playing a key role in the two most radical innovations in political communication: the use of field experiments to measure cause and effect, and the so-called microtargeting that allows campaigns to confidently address individual voters instead of the broader public.

But even as Malchow found a growing circle of allies in academia and liberal interest groups, partisan campaigns remained skeptical of ideas that would radically disrupt the way they thought about how votes are won. For years, when Malchow couldn’t convince campaigns to use the microtargeting techniques he said would help them locate otherwise unidentifiable pockets of persuadable voters, he paid for them himself, at a total loss of around eight hundred thousand dollars. The challenge of innovation came to excite him more than the predictable terms of partisan conflict. In fact, Malchow’s giddiness—perceptible as his eyes open wide behind his glasses, and his words break into a gallop—emerged most readily not when he was plotting how to win a specific race for a candidate but when he was figuring out a way to run all campaigns more intelligently.

Even amid the low points of 2009 and 2010 for Democrats, Malchow was heartened to see that the party’s few successful campaigns were ones that had some of the most creative analytics on their side. In Nevada, Senator Harry Reid’s pollster, Mark Mellman, tested the campaign’s messages through a continuous cycle of randomized online experiments, allowing him to see which people were actually moved by specific arguments, not only those who told a survey taker that they might be. In the same race, one independent group backing Reid used data on how neighborhoods voted on ballot initiatives (which show voter opinions on controversial issues like marijuana, taxes, and eminent domain) to define the political ideology of election precincts with a nuance impossible to gauge in partisan vote totals. Along Lake Tahoe, which has become home to wealthy California refugees, Reid’s allies defined pockets of rich libertarians they thought were winnable. So they downplayed Reid’s statewide message portraying Republican challenger Sharron Angle as an antigovernment extremist intent on dismantling Social Security—a stance the Tahoe targets could in fact find appealing—and instead played up her conservative views on social issues. Reid won the state by five points, boosted by expanded margins in upscale redoubts like lakefront Incline Village.

Data-driven methods were carrying the day in parts of the political process where Malchow hadn’t even imagined they would have a use. When Al Franken’s lawyers began the 2008 Minnesota U.S. Senate recount by pondering which of ten thousand challenged absentee ballots they should work to have counted, they brought one of the campaign’s microtargeting experts into the strategy sessions. Andy Bechhoefer ran each of the disputed voters through the campaign’s database, which used a complex mix of personal and demographic information, along with polling, to give each voter a score of 1 to 100, predicting his or her likelihood of supporting Franken over his opponent, Norm Coleman. Armed with these scores, Bechhoefer was able not only to point lawyers to the unopened envelopes most likely to yield Franken votes but also to identify which of the secretary of state’s categories for excluding votes had put them in a rejected pile. With that knowledge, Franken’s attorneys drafted expansive legal arguments that covered entire categories of problems instead of merely contesting individual ballots in a piecemeal fashion.

Bechhoefer recounted this experience to one of the regular lunch sessions hosted by the Analyst Institute, each detail in the scheme transfixing Malchow. Step by step, Bechhoefer illustrated how lawyers were primed to defend absentee ballots that had been challenged for change-of-address discrepancies (which leaned Democratic) while hoping that those with witness-signature problems (tilting Republican) remained uncounted. At times, Franken’s lawyers watched their adversary challenge ballots they knew were almost certain to be votes for Coleman, only because the Republicans had not used such sophisticated methods to model them. Over an eight-month recount, Franken gradually turned a 477-vote deficit on election day into a 312-vote lead when Coleman’s last court challenge was exhausted in the summer of 2009, giving Democrats their sixtieth senator. “Everybody in the Analyst Institute was grinning ear to ear—what a triumph,” says Malchow. “I was like a Cheshire cat. I thought this was the coolest thing I ever heard.”

[image: ]

THE POLITICAL BOOKSHELF is filled with works that have heralded epochal change: 1972 had The New Style in Election Campaigns, while 1981 brought The New Kingmakers, which profiled the first generation of political consultants. Every time a fresh communication technology has become available, those who practice politics have been quick to announce that elections would be remade in its image. “A campaign rally is three people around a television set,” Democratic media consultant Bob Shrum, who made his money from TV ads, boasted in 1986. A decade and a half later, Dick Morris predicted that television-focused media consultants like Shrum were about to be eclipsed by an emerging cadre who communicated online. “The current crop are like silent film stars—their skills will no longer be valuable in the Internet era,” Morris told the Washington Post in 2000. “They’re good at condensation, at the 30-second spot. The new environment of the Internet calls for elaboration, for expansiveness.”

Neither consultant’s prediction has been entirely right, ignoring less flashy but more influential shifts in how campaigns win votes. The scientific revolution in American electoral politics has relied on lots of technology, particularly to assemble and sift through large databases, but its most lasting impact may be a resurgence in lo-fi tactics. The genius alchemists behind microtargeting spend their days deciding where candidates should send postcards. A gubernatorial campaign in Texas conducted meticulous experiments to learn which was a more worthwhile use of its time and budget: sending the candidate to meet with a newspaper editorial board or to a barbecue restaurant filled with one hundred supporters. Within the headquarters of a presidential campaign widely heralded as the most technologically advanced in history, some strategists think their most impressive accomplishment wasn’t their iPhone app but the time when a staffer figured out how to buy ads on a bus whose route he was certain was used by voters the campaign was trying to reach.

By 2012, it has become impossible to correctly interpret campaign strategy without understanding the revolution in tactics. Some of the early decisions that shaped how the presidential race would be run were built on technical innovations invisible to the outside world. Texas governor Rick Perry considered withdrawing from select primary-season debates in part because the social scientists he had invited to run large-scale randomized-control experiments in an earlier race concluded that the candidate could have his biggest impact not through media appearances but through localized travel to targeted states. (In retrospect, no social scientist could have calculated how atrocious a debater Perry turned out to be.) Former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney, who a decade earlier had been the first candidate in the country to use microtargeting formulas, knew he could hold back on committing resources to identify voters in Iowa because he had algorithms that would instantly tell him how every caucus-goer would be likely to vote even before they had made up their minds. And in Chicago, Barack Obama’s aides looking to expand the playing field against their Republican opponent thought they might be able to use psychological tricks—which had significantly reduced the cost of registering new voters—to remake the electorate in certain states in a way that could permanently confuse red and blue.

Electoral politics has quietly entered the twenty-first century by undoing its greatest excesses of the late twentieth. Just as architects have atoned for the vainglories of their field’s high-modernist period by pummeling its concrete superblocks and putting sleeping porches and Main Street–style shopping strips in their place, some electioneers are starting to conclude that political campaigns lost something when they became warped by broadcast waves. The campaign world’s most sophisticated new thinking about who votes and why, informed by an intuitive understanding of the political brain, has naturally turned attention to the individual as the fundamental unit of our politics. The revolutionaries are taking a politics distended by television’s long reach and restoring it to a human scale—even delivering, at times, a perfectly disarming touch of intimacy.

Our campaigns have not grown more humanistic because our candidates are more benevolent or their policy concerns more salient. In fact, over the last decade, public confidence in institutions—big business, the church, media, government—has declined dramatically. The political conversation has privileged the nasty and trivial. Yet during that period, election seasons have awakened with a new culture of volunteer activity. This cannot be credited to a politics inspiring people to hand over their time but rather to campaigns, newly alert to the irreplaceable value of a human touch, seeking it out. Finally campaigns are learning to quantify the ineffable—the value of a neighbor’s knock, of a stranger’s call, the delicate condition of being undecided—and isolate the moment where a behavior can be changed, or a heart won. Campaigns have started treating voters like people again.
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BLINDED BY POLITICAL SCIENCE

On February 27, 1919, a radio and buzzer operator at Camp Hancock near Augusta, Georgia, took to a typewriter and composed a message to his superiors requesting a discharge. Sergeant First Class Harold Foote Gosnell was just six months into his military service. He had entered the army the previous fall, answering a draft notice just days after earning his bachelor’s degree from his hometown campus, the University of Rochester. As soon as he earned a license as a radio operator, commercial second grade, which required him to type twenty words a minute, he wrote military officials with the news. Eager to be shipped out, he bragged that he had also mastered the flag-signaling languages known as wigwag and semaphore. But by the time Gosnell was called to report for duty with the 47th Service Company at Hancock in mid-September, there wasn’t much war left on the calendar for him. Six months later, as the duties for a signal officer were receding, the obligations of a widow’s son came to the fore. In February, Gosnell’s mother wrote him from upstate New York to report that she had been sent to the Clifton Springs Sanitarium on account of her heart trouble. “Doctor says it’s valvular and muscular. Sometimes I can hardly get my breath and sometimes my heart pains me,” she wrote. “So that I think you ought to come home as soon as possible if you want to see me.”

Gosnell, twenty-two, was granted an honorable discharge, and left for his mother’s bedside. He had never planned on staying long in the military, anyway. From Hancock he had applied to graduate schools to study the new field of political science, but knew he couldn’t afford to attend any of them unless he received some financial support. Gosnell came from a working-class family and inherited its puritan temperament. One grandfather had been a Civil War veteran, and Harold’s father (who died when he was four) a vehement prohibitionist who joined the Republicans because they were “the party of the drys” and railed against the Rochester Chamber of Commerce dinner as “an annual drunk.”

Eight-year-old Harold had been captivated by the 1904 presidential election, which pitted two New Yorkers against one another. Gosnell was drawn to the swashbuckling profile of the Republican incumbent, Theodore Roosevelt, over Democrat Alton Parker, chief judge of the state’s appeals court, and learned to hum the party’s campaign ditty: Farewell, Judge Parker/Farewell to you/Teddy’s in the White House/And he’ll stay there too. In high school, he was a serious student and prolific artist, contributing hand-drawn covers with images of columns and coliseums for his high school’s Latin-language magazine, Vox Populi. When it became time to focus his attention, Gosnell knew he wanted to study how votes were won, and few places were as ripe for examination as Chicago.

In 1919, Chicago was already the country’s second-largest municipality—a lakefront skyline casting an ever-expanding shadow over a farrago of stockyards, bungalows, and rail lines unspooling across the Midwest—and had the lively political scene that a capital of monopolists and mobsters would deserve. “In spite of the city’s bad reputation for graft, bootlegging, gangster killings, election frauds, racketeering, and street violence,” Gosnell would later write, “buildings went up, superhighways were built, and the functions of an urban metropolis somehow were performed.”

That fall, Gosnell arrived in Hyde Park, where stone quadrangles had been planted to give the University of Chicago the dignified air of England’s legacy institutions. The university had opened its doors in 1892, one the first schools to do so with the declared goal of welcoming graduate students in search of Ph.D.s, still new to American academia and a matter of scant emphasis at prestigious old colleges like Harvard, Yale, and Columbia. Chicago had the architecture of an old place, which made the young school feel as far from the bustle of the Loop as Oxford did from London. Along the Midway, where the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 had unveiled Chicago as the model modern city, the school’s Harper Memorial Library had recently been erected as a medieval castle. Its crown studded with crenellated turrets, the building seemed to reflect a time-honored model of academic research. Those who studied society had typically done so from the comfort of a carrel, relying on historical documents to bolster their theories of how people live.

But at Chicago, tradition stopped at aesthetics. Through their work, young social scientists were constantly scheming to pull the university deeper into the scrum of the industrial metropolis just a cable-car ride away. “You have been told to choose problems wherever you can find musty stacks of routine records based on trivial schedules prepared by tired bureaucrats and filled out by reluctant applicants for aid or fussy do-gooders or indifferent clerks,” sociologist Robert E. Park warned his graduate students. Instead, he said, they should “sit in the lounges of the luxury hotels and on the doorsteps of the flophouses,” to observe their subjects in real time. “Gentlemen, go get the seat of your pants dirty in real research.” A shelf of the books produced by Park’s protégés throughout the 1920s and 1930s gave shape to the idea of a “Chicago school” of scholarship, but they could be mistaken, at quick glance, for a rack of dime-store novels: The Gang, The Hobo, The Gold Coast and the Slum, The Taxi-Dance Hall, Hotel Life, Vice in Chicago.

Gosnell, a small man who preferred his glasses round and his hair in a slick, parted wad, was dispirited to find little such adventurism in his department. Political science had few graduate students, and Gosnell had trouble finding friends among his peers. He had little affection for the department’s chair, Harry Pratt Judson, who also happened to be the university’s president and governed his department by terse memos on presidential stationery. With a background in constitutional law and diplomatic history, Judson had helped to establish one of the country’s first departments devoted to “political science,” an assertively modern name designed to set the new study of statecraft apart from the historically minded discipline once known as political economy.

But Gosnell felt his department was atrophying under Judson’s leadership. Like many of the early tribunes of the new discipline, Judson had little interest in actually bringing scientistic authority to bear on politics. “I do not like the term political science,” outgoing Princeton president and New Jersey governor-elect Woodrow Wilson had said at the 1910 conference of the recently established American Political Science Association. Human relationships, Wilson told the gathering at a St. Louis hotel, “are not in any proper sense the subject matter of science. They are the stuff of insight and sympathy and spiritual comprehension.” The previous year, Wilson’s predecessor as the association’s president had drawn a related, if less mystical, distinction. “We are limited by the impossibility of experiment,” said Harvard president Abbott Lawrence Lowell. “Politics is an observational, not an experimental science.”

In 1923, Judson finally relinquished his chairmanship, fanning Gosnell’s hopes that his department could at last modernize. The selection of Judson’s replacement may have looked like a default choice: Charles E. Merriam was the department’s only full-time professor. But he was also a giant in Chicago life. A native Iowan, Merriam had studied at Columbia, whose president Seth Low had stepped down from his office after winning the 1901 election to be the second mayor of the newly consolidated New York City. Merriam watched Low’s campaign closely and saw him as a model for the engaged public intellectual. Upon arriving in Chicago, Merriam quickly began lending his expertise to policymakers, blessing the initiatives of the modernizing metropolis with a scholar’s kiss. In 1905, he was asked by the City Club of Chicago to research municipal revenues. Three years later, after business leaders recruited architect Daniel Burnham to draw up a city plan, the mayor appointed Merriam to the Chicago Harbor Commission with a charge to implement a new waterfront agenda.

The idea that academic experts could tutor politicians reflected a popular Progressive era attitude, and Merriam became something of a utility man to reformers intent on fixing the broken city. He was elected to the city council in 1909 as a Republican and immediately agitated for the creation of a Commission to Investigate City Expenditures. The Merriam Commission uncovered graft and corruption involving party machines, winning its namesake few friends among his council colleagues but encouraging business leaders to view him as the kind of man they would like to see in charge. In 1911, Merriam ran for mayor, proudly publishing the names of his campaign contributors even though no law required him to. He won the Republican primary by antagonizing party bosses who never warmed to their nominee, but he narrowly lost the general election.

Still, the professor-turned-politician found himself energized by this new world. For Merriam, city government was also something of a refuge from academic politics, with slightly grander stakes. In 1919, he again sought the mayoralty, challenging William Hale “Big Bill” Thompson, a charmingly corrupt incumbent able to easily dismiss Merriam in the Republican primary. He returned to the university embittered by his decade at city hall, caught between two party machines and what he saw as the institutionalized perfidy of both, raising questions and fixing resentments that would inspire Merriam’s research agenda for the rest of his life.

To the extent that scholars believed they could explain why elections turned out the way they did, it was because they thought they understood how parties worked. Those who studied politics tended to study institutions, such as courts and legislatures, and the institutions of campaigns were political parties. Parties were an unmistakably important force in nineteenth-century politics, which Merriam knew intimately: by keeping the Union intact, the Republican Party had earned his father’s undying fealty, which he passed down to his son. During the 1896 election, Charles and his brother teased their father for being so reliant on Republican Party doctrine that they joked he had to go to the train depot in their small Iowa town and wait for the newspapers to arrive before he could be sure of what he believed. When Charles got to Chicago, he saw that in big cities, parties—with their clearly delineated hierarchies of county chairmen and precinct officers interlocked with neighborhood ethnic communities—were not merely organizations that told voters what to think but also delivery devices for the patronage spoils that won their loyalty.

But thanks in part to the efforts of reformers like Merriam, parties were weakening their hold on the political process. In 1907, Oregon became the first state to have its senators directly elected by citizens, instead of by state legislatures that often just rubber-stamped the picks of party bosses. In 1908, Chicago implemented primary elections for city offices, replacing party nominating conventions. Merriam was quick to realize that these primaries heralded an important shift in the culture of politics, as voters could no longer rely on party leaders to pick their standard-bearers. As a reformer, Merriam was encouraged by this, and as an academic he thought the shift of power to the citizenry made elections ripe for serious study. He sent a questionnaire to the burgeoning band of political scientists nationwide to get their opinions on what the actual effects of this more democratic system would be. “Does the direct primary bring out a larger vote than the convention system?” was one of Merriam’s nine queries.

The political scientists had little insight to offer Merriam. Because they had been so intent on unlocking the dynamics of institutions, they had largely ignored voters themselves. There was no governing theory of where people got their information and how they processed it, or the relative role that parties, issues, and candidate profiles played in their minds as they weighed their choices before election day. In fact, political science could do little to explain why people voted at all when the law did not require it. But to a first-year graduate student drawn to the rough-and-tumble of urban politics, nothing impressed like a professor looking for answers to these questions, and demonstrating equal fluency in scholarly footnotes and ward-by-ward returns. “Naturally, I took every course that Merriam had to offer,” Harold Gosnell later wrote.

The same forces that had foiled Merriam’s political ambitions were the ones that most fascinated Gosnell. He wrote his thesis on Thomas Platt, the New York senator whose machinations during sessions known as “Platt’s Sunday School Class” at the Fifth Avenue Hotel made him for a generation the dominant force in the state’s Republican politics. Gosnell said his goal was to mine “the social background, the personal qualities, and the technique of a typical state political boss.” That meant looking past the dynamics of institutions and into the motives of the individuals who drove them, and it meant reaching into psychology for tools foreign to political science. “What was there, first in Platt’s personality, in his general behavior, that led men to think that he could ‘do things’?” Gosnell wrote. The University of Chicago Press was interested in publishing Boss Platt and His New York Machine but unwilling to finance it, so Gosnell arranged a discount rate through his nephew’s brother’s publishing firm and paid to have it printed himself.

Gosnell received his Ph.D. in 1922, and Merriam approached him shortly after to offer a post as an instructor. Merriam was already deep into his efforts to rebuild the department from its decay under Judson; he had made clear he would not run again for political office and now hoped to use the university as his sole perch for improving local politics and government. He established a Social Science Research Council, with the goal of producing scholarship across disciplines—economics and sociology, in addition to political science—that would finally conjoin the university’s work with the life of the city. “I accepted the offer with alacrity,” Gosnell later recalled.

Gosnell affectionately called Merriam “the Chief” and the two men shared an intimate love of urban politics, but a methodological gap was opening up between them. Gosnell had taken graduate courses in statistics and mathematics and was eager to apply numbers to the political questions that interested him. “While Charles E. Merriam gave lip service to quantitative, psychological, and empirical research he was essentially a philosopher dealing with ideas and an activist dealing with programs,” Gosnell wrote. “While he liked to see others strive to be scientific, he personally was a philosopher high in the clouds spinning out ideas, not bothered by the mundane search for facts.”

In the spring of 1923, Merriam approached Gosnell with an idea for a joint research project that would merge the older man’s activist agenda with the younger’s interest in modern research methods. Chicago voters had just booted Big Bill Thompson for a Democratic judge named William E. Dever in a mayoral election that seemed to dominate citywide attention. Indeed, the conversation in political circles focused on the fact that turnout was surprisingly high. But Merriam, fueled by intellectual curiosity and residual bitterness over his own loss to Thompson, turned his attention to those who never cast a ballot. During his own campaigns, Merriam had worked on expanding the electorate by recruiting new voters, especially among new immigrant arrivals who had yet to fall under the machine’s spell. Now the city had about 1.4 million adults, but only 900,000 were on the electoral rolls; among them, 723,000 cast a vote for either Thompson or Dever. It galled Merriam, as it had during his own campaigns, that barely half of the city’s eligible voters had been involved in picking their leader; the apathy of the rest helped keep the machines in power. He suggested to Gosnell that they investigate the reasons the nearly 700,000 nonvoters had for opting out—and what might be done to lure them into the process.

Gosnell prepared a survey to ask them, relying on U.S. Census data to guide him in each of the city’s fifty wards toward a representative mix of respondents. Gosnell and Merriam decided to use a hybrid survey, which would have multiple-choice questions but leave room for free answers, an approach they believed should yield a healthy batch of data but also qualitative responses with richer texture. All interviews would be done face-to-face at people’s homes, so Gosnell had to train graduate students to navigate the city’s racially and ethnically complex neighborhoods, where he worried they might not find a warm welcome for outside researchers asking nosy questions. Gosnell dispatched a Swedish-speaking student to a heavily Swedish neighborhood, and hired a Polish interpreter elsewhere. (Of the sixteen doors the professor knocked on himself as part of the project, one happened to belong to writer Ben Hecht.) The researchers’ forms were then coded, and the data moved onto punch cards so they could be tallied by machine. The university did not have the proper equipment, so Gosnell went to city hall and found a clerk in the comptroller’s office willing to run the cards on his own time for one dollar an hour. When Gosnell looked over the six thousand answers his students had gathered, he was pleased by one particular sign of their diligence. Those assigned to the city’s so-called Black Belt, where Gosnell had feared that the response rate would founder, had been so aggressive that African-Americans now overwhelmed the sample. Gosnell removed some of them to maintain the delicate demographic equilibrium essential to the project’s credibility.

Gosnell’s findings, with edits by Merriam, were assembled under both men’s names in Non-Voting: Causes and Methods of Control. Published by the University of Chicago Press in August 1924, the book—released just months before a presidential election—received national attention for trying to explain the fact that women’s suffrage had not dramatically increased voter participation. (Gosnell found twice as many women as men who didn’t vote.) But Gosnell’s conclusions, that “general indifference” led people to stay home, made less of an impact than his technique. It was the first major political science study to rely on random sampling in a way that broke down the sample by different demographic attributes.

“If scientific methods seem hitherto to have found too little favor with American politicians, political scientists must admit that they themselves are largely to blame,” Harvard professor A. N. Holcombe wrote in a short but enthusiastic article in the American Political Science Review. “But on the basis of this first experiment at Chicago it ought to be possible,” Holcombe suggested, to draw conclusions about elections “with all the assurance of a chemist proving the quality of a new paint-remover or a biologist testing a germicide.”

Gosnell was already thinking in those terms. He had begun meeting with social psychologists who recommended tools that would allow him to find out what, if anything, could change nonvoters’ behavior. The psychologists explained the rudiments of a field experiment: Gosnell could introduce what they called “controlled stimuli,” in this case reminders of a coming election, and then measure their effect. By setting up a control group, whose members did not receive the treatment, and comparing their vote performance against the rest, Gosnell would be able to measure whether various appeals could turn people into voters.

This was the scientific method at work, and despite their title no political scientist appeared to have ever tried such an approach. Gosnell had observed nonvoters and had theories about their behavior based on why they said they did not participate. Now he became convinced that only a randomized-control experiment would allow him to see if anything could change that. This ambitious agenda was making Gosnell’s research a lot more expensive than the typical office work practiced by traditional politics scholars. The 1923 poll had cost five thousand dollars. Even in Judson’s absence, getting the administration of Robert Maynard Hutchins, one of his successors, to back research forays into the messy world of urban politics was not easy at a school Hutchins was elevating into a global citadel of canonical study. “We were hopeful that democracy could be made to work,” Gosnell wrote. “But President Hutchins thought otherwise. All worthwhile ideas were to be found in the Great Books. Social science research in a metropolis was trivial.”

But the Chief had his own sources of money and so started shaking the trees for his protégé, approaching his former campaign donors and business leaders. The most lucrative avenue was the Rockefeller family, whom Merriam reached through Dr. Beardsley Ruml, a psychologist, PR man, and Macy’s department store official who as a Roosevelt administration official later helped design the country’s first withholding system for federal income taxes. Gosnell was dazzled by Ruml, privately sketching caricatures showing the “financial genius as bargain basement statue of Buddha,” able to bring Rockefeller cash into Merriam’s account to support further research.

Gosnell conceived his experiment as a two-stage study: the first would measure whether citizens who were not registered could be pressured to sign up, and the second would test what could be done to get already registered voters to turn out at a higher rate. Gosnell identified six thousand adult citizens scattered across twelve Chicago zones, and arbitrarily divided them into two groups, checking to ensure that they looked demographically similar. One group would be his treatment sample and the other his control. “The study was aimed to give an answer to the question whether the non-voter is such by a deliberate act of will or whether he is a non-voter from ignorance but not a deficiency of public spirit or alienation,” Gosnell later wrote.

In the fall of 1924, Gosnell sent postcards emphasizing the importance of registering to vote before the presidential election that November. (In addition to English, Gosnell drafted versions in Polish, Czech, and Italian.) The postcards had their intended effect: people who received them were nine percentage points more likely to register. Then Gosnell prepared another set of two postcards for the 1,700 voters who were unmoved by the first appeal, one with another nonpartisan message about the urgency of registration and the other with a cartoon picturing nonvoters as “slackers who fail their country when needed,” according to the caption. Both pushed people to register at a higher rate than the original control group. In the end, 75 percent of those who received at least one of Gosnell’s cards ended up registering, while only 65 percent of nonrecipients did. He had put about three hundred new voters on the city’s rolls who wouldn’t have been there otherwise.

The next February, Chicago would elect aldermen, as the fifty members of its city council were known, and Gosnell set his sights on the nearly 2,200 new voters who had registered after receiving one of his notices. (Most, he knew, would have registered without his intervention.) Gosnell drew up another cartoon, this time depicting “the honest but apathetic citizen as the friend of the corrupt politician.” Again Gosnell left his mark on the election: 57 percent of those who got the cartoon turned out to vote for alderman, compared with 48 percent of those who didn’t.

Gosnell did his calculations by hand, and as he looked more closely at these numbers, he realized that his mailings were most persuasive among new residents, who Gosnell concluded had few other sources of information on how to vote, and in districts where party organization was weakest. In demographic terms, they had the most impact on “the native-born colored women and the women born in Italy,” wrote Gosnell. The reason, he found, was that the League of Women Voters was directing most of its attention toward native-born white women and little toward minorities. Gosnell’s conclusions were obvious—mobilization efforts can have the biggest impact in places where little else is pushing voters to the polls—but no one had ever before quantified them.

It was likely the first field experiment ever conducted in the social sciences outside psychology, and it was well received when published in book form, as Getting Out the Vote, in 1927. Political scientist George Catlin wrote that Gosnell’s study “has the high merit of being precisely a scientific social experiment.” This time Gosnell’s innovation jumped from scholarly journals into the news pages. “This study is not only a model of careful method in a virgin area of political exploration,” Phillips Bradley wrote in a New York Herald Tribune review, “but offers some pretty plain evidence that what has here been done privately in the case of a few thousand voters should become a regular part of our official election procedure.”

But Gosnell never ran another experiment. In the 1930s, he turned his attention to pioneering studies in black politics and machine organizations, goaded on by Merriam’s continued bitterness about the forces he believed had unfairly denied him his place at city hall. “Perhaps Mencken is right,” Gosnell consoled his mentor. “The people usually vote for crooks.” Despite the enthusiasm that greeted Gosnell’s method for studying campaigns, no one tried to copy him, replicate his study, or build upon it. After printing Gosnell’s article, the American Political Science Review did not publish another finding from a randomized field experiment for a half century. During that time, political science grew into a major discipline obsessed with studying voters and elections, but to do so it returned to the library and stayed off the street.

[image: ]

THE FEW EFFORTS by political scientists to revive Gosnell’s experimental technique proved evanescent. In 1954, University of Michigan professor Samuel Eldersveld used new statistical methods to dispatch mail, phone calls, and in-person canvassing visits across eight hundred Ann Arbor residents according to a random-assignment procedure, and then measured their relative effectiveness on turnout. Eldersveld’s experiment had more impact on local politics—three years later, he succeeded where Merriam had failed and was elected mayor of the college town—than on the academy. Afterward, entire decades would pass without a single randomized field study about political behavior being published in a scholarly journal.

Political scientists didn’t take to experiments in part because they knew that they would never control the laboratory. The party machines that dominated most American political activity lacked the self-examining impulse, and were unlikely to welcome ivory-tower visitors into their clubhouses. Meanwhile, campaign finance laws and the universities’ nonprofit tax status made it hard for them to do anything on their own that, even inadvertently, advanced the interests of a specific party or candidate.

Political scientists instead happily flapped about in deep pools of new data generated by a postwar revolution in research methods. The ubiquity of household telephones made large-scale survey-taking possible, and increased computing power permitted complex statistical regressions. Specialists in the new field of polling developed protocols for assembling interview samples that would reflect the broader population, and for scripting survey questions to make sure they elicited meaningful responses. Everyone started doing polls, but quality was inconsistent. In 1948, most pollsters flubbed their electoral predictions—leading to the Chicago Tribune’s morning-after “Dewey Defeats Truman” front page—because they stopped talking to voters in the race’s closing weeks, therefore failing to pick up on a late movement toward the incumbent.

One of the pollsters who did not make that error was Angus Campbell, a social psychologist who had spent the war years in a research office of the Department of Agriculture, modeling how consumers would react to the conflict’s end so that policymakers could anticipate what they were likely to do with their war bonds. In 1946, Campbell and several colleagues decamped to Ann Arbor, where the University of Michigan built a new Survey Research Center around them. After the 1948 election, Campbell ran a post-election survey to make better sense of Truman’s comeback. As 1952 approached, Campbell mapped an ambitious plan to track the attitudes and opinions of the electorate, unfurling a series of lengthy questionnaires that would be used to interview voters nationwide throughout the election season.

Standards were changing rapidly, and it was no longer acceptable for a professor to publish a credible paper on public opinion that used data gathered by his own students, as Gosnell had in 1923. In the late 1950s, Gosnell, then working as a State Department analyst, approached pollster Clyde Hart to propose a reprise of his Chicago voting studies and suggested he might be able to raise ten thousand dollars to fund it. “He looked at me as if to say, ‘Where have you been, Rip Van Winkle?’ ” Gosnell recounted to a gathering of pollsters to which he had been invited by an old friend, Elmo Roper, who had been a pioneer of national surveys during Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s bid for a second term.

“Don’t you remember Elmo’s famous comment after the 1948 election?” Gosnell went on. “This was a priceless comment about the price of polling. What were the lessons learned from that slight discrepancy between the polls and the election results in that Dewey-Truman contest? Was it that last minute change in calculating the turnout? No, none of these things. Elmo put it in a nutshell. The 1948 polls showed that polling is a complicated business. It is going to cost customers more.”

The costs did not dissuade Campbell, who was looking to develop the first systematic effort to explain how presidential elections were decided. His 1952 survey came with a $100,000 price tag, covering interviews with 1,900 subjects and asking 224 different questions. The project, which later became the American National Election Studies, grew into the definitive data resource in political science: a massive biannual polling project that was expensive to collect but created a permanent repository of data on who voted and what they said about why, all with a consistency that made it easy to track changes through a campaign and from one year to the next. Campbell’s questionnaire took an expansive view of its subject, with questions about not only the election under way but practical matters of political behavior (“did your coworkers’ opinions influence you?”) and philosophical approaches to citizenship (“should one vote if his party can’t win?”).

The responses guided Campbell toward nothing less than an all-encompassing theory of how elections are decided. Along with colleagues Philip Converse, Warren Miller, and Donald Stokes, Campbell concluded that a person’s partisan identification was the strongest predictor of how they would vote in national elections, even better than asking them where they stood on any particular issue. Parties were glorified social clubs, pulling people in because of class, regional, or religious ties and keeping them for the long term—with a sort of thoughtless choice resembling the inertia that led people to take the same jobs as their relatives. Individuals rarely switched parties over the course of a lifetime. Campbell and his colleagues described individual voting decisions with the image of a funnel: citizens’ social and psychological loyalties narrow them into a party, which usually guides them toward a candidate.

For all that, though, there were short-term disruptions that pushed voters toward a candidate of the other party. After all, the same voters who had decisively elected Franklin D. Roosevelt four times swung broadly behind a Republican, Dwight Eisenhower, less than a decade later. Voters were attached to parties, but those bonds were generally breakable, the Michigan scholars argued, and sometimes a candidate comes along who is so appealing that his personal attributes overwhelm partisan loyalties. Converse liked to compare it to a big wind sweeping through a field of wheat, which leaves every stalk leaning in the same direction, although bending some more sharply than others.

In 1960, Campbell and his colleagues introduced this metaphor in the book The American Voter, the first universal, data-intensive study of electoral behavior, but the argument would prove poorly suited for its era. American politics convulsed in the late 1960s and 1970s, following the passage of the Civil Rights Act, and a partisan-driven model seemed tragically anachronistic. Within two decades, the South had become the base of Republican presidential coalitions even as most of its residents remained Democrats, and political scientists began to thrash about for a new way to explain the American voter. It became popular to say that people deserved more credit for the political choices they made. “The perverse and unorthodox argument of this little book is that voters are not fools,” V. O. Key Jr. wrote to start his 1966 treatise, The Responsible Electorate, which argued that many voters were “switchers,” rationally alternating between parties each election to find the candidate closest to them on the issues.

After Richard Nixon’s reelection in 1972, Michigan’s Warren Miller desperately rewrote the American Voter theory to keep up with changing times. The survey data for that year had shown, for the first time in the two decades of the national election studies, that party influence over how voters chose among presidential candidates had diminished markedly. The “issueless” fifties, as they put it, had been followed by a decade in which the country was politically riven on fractious matters of war and peace, identity and liberty, that crossed the old party lines. Voters ditched their social clubs for the candidate who stood closest to them on policy. The Michiganders explained this by pointing to a way the electorate had fundamentally changed: Americans were better educated than before, and went to their polling places with a more enlightened interest in affairs of state. “Voters with a college education are better informed politically,” they wrote, and “therefore, more likely to make a vote decision on the basis of policy preferences than are less well-educated individuals.”

Such academic theories were barely acknowledged by those who worked in politics, and when they were it was often with skepticism. In fact, those on both sides of the Nixon reelection battle scoffed at the American Voter team’s reading of the landslide. The president’s pollsters, Bob Teeter and Fred Steeper, disputed the idea that “the 1972 patterns portend great ideological battles for future presidential elections,” as they wrote, “and that the political parties must change their issueless ways in order to cope with an increasingly polarized electorate.” Relying on their polls for Nixon, Teeter and Steeper delivered a new theory for what had prompted so many Democrats to unmoor from their party and dock with Nixon. They suggested that swing voters were no longer voting on issues, such as Vietnam or the economy. They may not have even had strong ideas of the right and wrong positions on the issues. Now they were giving their votes to the candidate who seemed best able to “handle” those challenges. Nixon, like Eisenhower, had established himself as a more credible leader on the issues of the day. This “candidate-induced issue voting,” as Teeter and Steeper called it, had as much to do with the candidates as the issues.

They found an unlikely ally in Samuel Popkin, a University of California, San Diego, political scientist who served as a campaign adviser to the man Nixon had defeated, George McGovern. In 1972, Popkin had been a Harvard statistics professor when three of his undergraduate students, including Pat Caddell, sold the South Dakota senator his first poll for five hundred dollars. Soon Caddell was the chief strategist for the Democratic nominee’s campaign and enlisted Popkin, who was only thirty then but still nearly a decade older than his excitable protégé, to join the recently minted Cambridge Survey Research trio as an in-house wise man and extra hand with the numbers.

After the campaign, Popkin aggregated all the polling data and tried to answer the same question the Michigan scholars had tackled: why had McGovern lost to Nixon by more than twenty points? McGovern’s early polls suggested the race should be competitive. But as it went on, Nixon’s lead widened, and the issues alone couldn’t explain such a gap. Even those who agreed with the dovish, liberal McGovern on his top foreign and domestic priorities were drifting away. In September, McGovern led Nixon among voters who considered Vietnam the most crucial issue, believed that the United States should withdraw immediately, and supported a guaranteed family income, by a margin of 52 to 38. By the end of the campaign, McGovern had lost them all. His internal polls showed him trailing even among those who thought the military budget should be drastically reduced. McGovern hadn’t lost voters because he was out of sync with them on issues, Popkin argued, but because they thought he wouldn’t be able to do anything about those policies. They watched McGovern during the campaign and concluded he was incompetent.

Popkin thought voters were much savvier than the Michigan studies had initially cast them, but that even those with college diplomas could never gather all the information necessary to weigh the entire set of costs and benefits attached to each issue or candidate. They weren’t making a buying decision, because they wouldn’t get the product they eventually chose. Instead, thought Popkin, it made more sense to think of them as investors, who knew whatever information they gathered to inform their decision making would require time and effort. So when it came time to choose a candidate, they relied on shortcuts. They interpreted symbols and looked for cues where they could find them, and then extrapolated. In one of Popkin’s favorite examples, when voters saw Gerald Ford fail to shuck a tamale before biting into it, they interpreted it as a sign that he did not understand issues facing Latinos. (Popkin had worked as a campaign adviser to Jimmy Carter in 1976.) Popkin called this “gut reasoning.”

Election scholars had ignored large swaths of modern psychology, which was increasingly identifying ways in which people were neither socially preprogrammed toward certain attitudes nor walking calculators able to make perfectly rational choices. In other academic disciplines those theories of human behavior had long fallen from vogue, replaced by a less elegant one. In the 1970s, two Israeli psychologists, Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, began to document the ways that people were incapable of deciding rationally, and in fact kept making the same mistakes over and over again. Around 1980, a young economist named Richard Thaler began translating these insights to the way people handled money, and it became readily apparent that people weren’t as rational as economists imagined them to be. When forced to make decisions, people lacked a steady set of preferences. What they had instead were unconscious biases that made them bad at assessing situations and accurately judging costs and benefits.

But even a decade later, this basic insight—people are flawed, if well-intentioned, beings—had barely penetrated the political science department. “The science half of political science is to some extent a bit of a misnomer,” says Thaler, who in 1995 began teaching at the University of Chicago, just blocks from where Gosnell and Merriam had designed their field experiment to study voter behavior seven decades earlier. “At least no one has been quite ready to agree on what the science part of it is.”

In his 1991 book The Reasoning Voter, Popkin introduced a theory of voter activity equally informed by behavioral psychology and his own experiences within presidential campaigns. “These contests are commonly criticized as tawdry and pointless affairs, full of dirty politics, dirty tricks, and mudslinging, which ought to be cleaned up, if not eliminated from the system. In their use of sanitary metaphors, however, many of these critiques confuse judgments of American culture with aesthetic criticisms of American politicians,” Popkin wrote. “They do not look closely at how voters respond to what they learn from campaigns, and they do not look closely at the people they wish to sanitize. If campaigns are vulgar, it is because Americans are vulgar.”

This was a theory of the electorate that could make political professionals, increasingly under attack as overpaid Svengalis of spin, feel good about what they did for a living. In December 1991, Popkin wrote an oped for the Washington Post whose headline blared “We Need Loud, Mean Campaigns.” Paul Begala, a Democratic consultant, clipped Popkin’s article from the paper and handed it to his partner, James Carville. Carville and Begala, who had recently joined Bill Clinton’s campaign as lead strategists, were both loud, occasionally mean, and always unrepentant about the clangorous tone of the campaigns they ran. Popkin’s essay offered affirmation. Carville called Popkin to request a copy of The Reasoning Voter. Not long after, Popkin joined the campaign as an adviser. “He’s one of us,” says Begala. “He gets it.”

Popkin spent much of 1992 collecting polls and past election results to build simulations of electoral-college scenarios that could get Clinton to the necessary 270 votes. The results informed key strategic decisions: which states would get offices and staff, visits from the candidate and his family, and a precious share of the campaign’s budget for paid campaign communication with voters. “It’s an important decision in any war,” says Popkin. “Who’s going to pick the theater of operation?”

But as those strategic choices atomized into a series of tactical options, Popkin was amazed at how little he actually felt he knew. For two centuries Americans had been electing presidents, and for half of one century specialized scholars had been trying to rigorously study that process. Yet they had accumulated little information useful in deciding how to spend campaign dollars. As one of the few political scientists with access to a presidential campaign’s war room, Popkin had his feet in the worlds of people who practice politics and the people who study it, and neither field impressed him with its ability to judge what actually won votes. Popkin thought campaigns had learned to be smart about how they picked their theaters of conflict, but once assigned to one, a general had only his instinct to rely upon in deciding whether to battle in the air (buying TV and radio ads) or on the ground (the hand-to-hand mobilization known as field).

“It’s the all-time question of every defense department in the world: army versus air force. What is the ultimate value in any war of a soldier versus a bomber?” asks Popkin. “You can target a state, and everyone could say ‘the swing voters are in Peoria’ and ‘Oprah costs this many dollars.’ ” But that information alone was of little use. “No one has any idea of the value of the ad versus a phone call from a friend,” he goes on. “If you have a dollar to spend, do you spend it on an ad or do you spend it on a phone call? And if you only have money to spend on ads, do you give one person fifty ads or two people twenty-five? Nobody knows.”
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