
5.2 Obama’s opposition in the 2008 election 

 

The Republican Nominee: Senator John McCain  

Obama’s opponent in the general election was John McCain, a Senator 
from Arizona. He had run for president previously in 2000, losing the 
Republican primary to George W. Bush. Despite McCain later 
endorsing Bush, the primary left a lot of bad blood between the two 
as a result of some dirty campaigning. 

During Bush’s presidency, McCain was outspoken and developed a 
reputation as being a political maverick (independent minded). For 
instance:  

- McCain was one of only two Republican senators to vote 
against tax cuts  

- McCain opposed the president’s policies on guns  

However, after the 9/11 attacks in 2001 McCain supported Bush’s war in Afghanistan 
and the invasion of Iraq.  

McCain announced his candidacy for the presidency in April 2007 and ran a hard fought 
campaign, seeing off challenges from Rudy Giuliani and Mitt Romney.  

McCain had a number of strengths as a candidate. His independence was useful in a time 
where the establishment Republicans – George Bush especially – were unpopular. It allowed 
him to run, like Obama, as an anti-Washington candidate.  

McCain also appealed to moderates. He had helped pass substantial bipartisan campaign 
finance reform with the McCain-Feingold bill and had pushed for comprehensive 
immigration reform.  

 

Picking a running mate: Sarah Palin 

Before the Republican Convention in 2008 McCain was 
consistently lagging behind Obama in the polls. In an 
effort to change the dynamic of the campaign, McCain 
selected the relatively unknown Governor of Alaska, 
Sarah Palin.  

As Heilemann and Halperin write, the campaign’s “core 
conviction was that McCain’s VP (vice presidential) 
choice had to be a game changer… If McCain’s running 
mate selection did not fundamentally alter the dynamics 
of the race, it would be lights out.”  

McCain’s advisor, when asked by McCain how to sum up picking Palin, said: “High risk, high 
reward.” McCain, a gambler by nature, took the risk. 

Palin did have a number of strengths:  

- She appealed to the right of the GOP with her conservative social values  
- She was popular with conservative Christians, who had never much liked McCain  
- She was telegenic and youthful  



At the convention, Palin gave a speech that was greeted by roars of approval from the party 
faithful, portraying herself as “your average hockey mom”. At one moment she went off 
script and said, “You know, they say the difference between a hockey mom and a 
pit bull? Lipstick.” The crowd loved her and Palinmania set in.   

In the days after the Republican Convention, enthusiasm was high within the Republican 
campaign. Donations increased and, according to one ABC News/Washington Post poll, 
McCain’s support among white women leapt by twenty points.  

Indeed, in the period after the Republican Convention, McCain surged ahead of the polls. A 
USA/Gallup poll gave him a 50% to 46% lead over 
Obama, reflecting a new energy amongst core Republican 
voters who were excited by Palin’s place on the ticket.   

However, Palin was a rushed, last-minute pick. 
McCain’s campaign had only spent five days vetting her.  

In a number of interviews, it quickly became clear that 
Palin lacked experience and knowledge in some important 
areas, especially foreign policy.  

Two excerpts from interviews highlight this:  

- "They're our next door neighbors and you can actually see Russia from land here in 
Alaska, from an island in Alaska." --Sarah Palin, on her foreign policy insights 
into Russia, ABC News interview, Sept. 11, 2008 
 

- "Well, it certainly does because our -- our next door neighbors are foreign countries. 
They're in the state that I am the executive of. And there in Russia ... We have trade 
missions back and forth. We-- we do-- it's very important when you consider even 
national security issues with Russia as Putin rears his head and comes into the air 
space of the United States of America, where-- where do they go? It's Alaska. It's just 
right over the border. It is-- from Alaska that we send those out to make sure that an 
eye is being kept on this very powerful nation, Russia, because they are right there. 
They are right next to-- to our state." --Sarah Palin, asked by Katie Couric how 
Alaska's proximity to Russia gives her foreign policy experience, CBS News 
interview, Sept. 24, 2008 

 

As David Brooks, a columnist for the New York Times put it, McCain “he took a disease that 
was running through the Republican Party – anti-intellectualism, disrespect for facts – 
and he put it right at the centre of the party.” 

By late October, Palin had begun to drag on the ticket. A majority of likely voters in a 
Washington Post/ABC News poll had unfavourable views of her, with the most commonly 
cited issue questions about her qualifications for the job. White women, who had swung to 
Palin when her pick was first announced, were now essentially equally split, Obama 48, 
McCain 49.  

Some other key numbers:  

- 40% of voters had ‘strongly unfavourable’ views of Palin 
- 58% of voters said she was insufficiently experienced for the job 



The Palin issue raised fundamental questions about McCain’s judgement. Indeed, one 
important Republican, Charles Fried, who had served under 
Ronald Reagan and now worked at Harvard Law School, asked that 
his name be removed from several committees linked to the 
McCain-Palin campaign in large part because of “the choice of 
Sarah Palin at a time of deep national crisis”.   

Concerns about Palin’s inexperience were compounded by 
McCain’s age and health. At 72 (Aug. 2008), he was older than any 
newly elected president, and he also had a history of cancer 
scares. If he died, Palin would become president.  

Later in his life, McCain would admit that he regretted not choosing 
Joe Lieberman, a Democrat turned independent, to be his 
vice president.  

 

McCain’s problems with fundraising 

McCain’s campaign struggled to compete with Obama’s fundraising prowess. In the 2008 race, 
Obama raised just shy of $750 million. McCain could manage less than half of that, raising 
around $380 million.  

This allowed Obama’s campaign dramatically outspend their opponent in an effort to get the 
job done. In Florida, for instance, the campaign spent $38 million – a huge amount of 
money. It also allowed Obama to compete in states that Bush won in 2004, and that McCain 
should have won comfortably, such as North Carolina and Indiana. As David Plouffe, 
Obama’s campaign manager, put it, McCain was forced to play ‘defence’ and by the end of the 
campaign was ‘checkmated’.  

 

It’s the economy, stupid! 

Over the course of the election, the economy began to flounder and became the central concern 
for voters. As Heilemann and Halperin describe it:   

“The American economy had been in recession since 
the end of 2007, driven there by the collapse of the mid-
decade housing bubble and the subprime mortgage 
market. By September, the financial system had 
spiralled into an ever-deepening crisis, as one 
venerable institution after another buckled under 
crushing losses.” 

Some key indicators of how bad things were:  

- The major investment bank Bear Stearns collapsed in March 2008 
- Merrill Lynch and insurance giant AIG were imploding, with the latter 

having to be rescued by a $180 billion loan from the federal government  
- Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, two mortgage giants, were also struggling 
- Lehman Brothers, a famous Wall Street bank, filed for bankruptcy in 

September 2008 (the largest bankruptcy filing in history)  

Voters largely blamed George Bush for the economic problems. However, being the 
Republican nominee, McCain was inevitably tied to the incumbent president.  



However, McCain did not help his cause. On 15 September 2008, the day Lehman Brothers 
collapsed, the Republican candidate told a rally in Florida: “There’s been tremendous turmoil 
in our financial markets and Wall Street and it is – people are frightened by these events. The 
fundamentals of our economy are strong, but these are very, very difficult times.” 
Heilemann and Halperin called this “a gaffe of historic proportions”.  

Whilst knowledgeable about foreign policy, McCain was 
weaker on economic issues. In December 2007, he had 
said “the issue of economics is not something I’ve 
understood as well as I should”. In August 2008, 
when asked by a reporter how many homes he and his wife 
owned, he said he could not remember. The crisis in 
September only highlighted McCain’s discomfort on 
economic issues. A few days after the ‘fundamentals’ 

comment, McCain tried to make up for his gaffe by saying the situation was “a total crisis”.   

In the days after the collapse of Lehman Brothers, Hank Paulson, Treasury Secretary, tried to 
convince Congress to pass a $700 billion bailout package. On 29th September, Paulson’s 
plan was voted down in the House of Representatives by 228 votes to 205, with not a single 
Republican voting for it. The stock market plunged 800 points.  

Five days later, a slightly modified bill passed Congress. But the damage was done. The 
following week the Dow Jones dropped 2,000 points and lost 18% of its value. It was the 
biggest weekly drop in the 112 year history of the 
Exchange.  

Disproportionately, Republicans – and McCain - 
took the blame. In the weeks following the Lehman 
bankruptcy, the coverage of McCain grew 
increasingly negative. Between September 15th and 
23rd only 17% of coverage on McCain was 
positive compared with 53% which was 
negative.  

During this time of crisis the contrast between the 
candidates became clear. Obama was calm, 
decisive, and unflappable. McCain floundered and seemed to lack a firm grip on the 
situation.  

The importance of the economy was highlighted on Election Day. In exit polls, 62% of voters 
said the economy was the issue that mattered most to them.   

 

Unpopularity of George W. Bush and long term trends 

McCain was not helped by the unpopularity of the sitting Republican president.  A 
combination of factors had led to Bush having an approval rating of just 30% on 1st 
September 2008. To put that into context, Trump’s approval has rarely sunk below about 
42%. So unpopular was Bush that at the Republican Convention in the summer, the McCain 
campaign asked that he appear via video link.  

There is significant evidence to show Obama would have won without the September crash. 
Between winning the nomination in early June, to announcing his running mate in late 
August, 103 national polls were taken. McCain led in only six of these, with a further 



three showing a tie. This means that 91% of polls conducted during 
the summer had Obama leading with just shy of 4 points.  

Analysts like Sunshine Hillygus and Michael Henderson found the 
September collapse probably gave Obama a 1 point advantage. 
Others, such as Richard Johnston, Emily Thorson and Andrew Gooch, 
suggest it was closer to 3 points.  

Considering Obama won the election by 6 points nationally, this 
would suggest neither factor was decisive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


