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                                         Voter Fraud and the 1960 Presidential Election 

 Representing an outstanding feature that points toward a truly American distinction, the 

presidential elections of every fourth year mark the epitome of democracy within the United 

States and arguably the best government in the world. Each election proves unique in itself, 

setting an unparalleled case of features that give it a great distinction. Depicting one of the 

nation’s most famous yet controversial elections, the 1960 presidential election featured 

incumbent Vice President Richard Nixon of the Republican Party against the Democratic Party 

nominee and former Massachusetts senator, John F. Kennedy. This election put to test the true 

underlying system of the United States’ determination of their leader, concluding in a dramatic 

and still heavily debated outcome today. Due to the heavy suspicion of fraudulent voting within 

the election, many questions arose as some began to consider whether Kennedy truly should 

have won or if external factors stole him the win from Nixon. Characterized by an unprecedented 

set of political circumstances, combined with wide suspected voter fraud, the results of the 1960 

presidential election led many to question the efficacy of the nation’s voting system and whether 

it was truly portraying of a democracy.  

 The year of 1960 featured a unique point in time for the United States. Just one year 

earlier, the states of Hawaii and Alaska had been admitted into the union and could now 

participate in their first presidential election, each carrying three electoral votes. Although the 

country was recovering from the wounds of World War II, new tensions had begun to rise 
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between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. The Soviets had launched the satellite Sputnik into orbit 

around the Earth, an American plane had been shot down over Soviet territory, and Cuba had 

succumbed to the grips of communism. Overwhelmed by Cold War pressures, a potential end-all 

nuclear war, and the emergence of the Red Scare, the people of the United States faced many 

doubts and uncertainties. Despite that, there was hope. Both candidates for the 1960 presidency 

campaigned for peace and prosperity. Kennedy used his youth and vitality to his advantage, 

advocating his strength and assurance that communism should be nothing to fear. Nixon vowed 

to utilize his experience and leadership, seeking to carry on the Eisenhower-era economic and 

international policies and promote an even stronger nation (“Campaign of 1960”). 

 Unprecedented in another facet, the 1960 election showcased the first ever televised 

presidential debates. A decade earlier, a mere 11 percent of American homes had at least one 

television. By 1960, that value had soared to almost 90 percent. An estimated 70 million 

Americans and two-thirds of the voting population tuned in to watch the first debate as it 

happened live. Now seen as a vital component to the results of the election, the televised debates 

gave viewers at home a personalized experience of each candidate and his thoughts and opinions. 

Kennedy spoke straight into the camera, addressing the national audience directly and engaging 

an up-close relationship. Nixon on the other hand was just released from the hospital after a 

knee-injury; he appeared tired and fatigued on camera. Following the conventional debating 

style, Nixon spoke facing Kennedy, creating a rather lackluster argument to the audience much 

less provoking than Kennedy’s. Interestingly enough, those who followed the debates through 

the radio felt a very different experience. Nixon, with his softly spoken and eloquent words, 

appeared much closer and relatable to listeners at home. Though Kennedy is thought to have won 

the televised debates by a substantial margin, radio listeners point to Nixon as the winner of that 
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battle. Overall, the debates favored Kennedy’s hand as historical research reveals that of the 

approximately 4 million citizens who made their decision from the debates, over a third felt more 

convinced by Kennedy and gave him their vote (“Campaign of 1960”).  

 Constituting one of the most dramatic and closest presidential elections of all time, the 

1960 battle for presidency left many unanswered questions still discussed today. In the end, 

Kennedy came out on top of the Electoral College, sufficiently beating Nixon by receiving a 

striking majority of electoral votes: 303 to 219. These statistics, however, do not obscure the fact 

that of the over 68 million votes cast, Kennedy won the popular vote by an extraordinarily slim 

margin of 0.17%, or 118,000 votes. In addition to the close national vote, several of the 

individual state counts were equally as tight. During election night, Kennedy was believed to 

have won California, only to later have some remaining thousands of absentee ballots factored in 

which gave the victory to Nixon. In the case of Hawaii, Nixon carried the victory there through 

election night, with a later recount instead giving the win to Kennedy by a mere 115 votes. With 

all fifty states accounted for, ten of them determined the winner by less than ten thousand votes. 

Even still, Nixon ultimately carried more states in the election, earning the vote from 26 states, 

compared to the 22 states that voted for Kennedy (The two outlier states, Mississippi and 

Alabama, had a majority vote for third-party candidate Harry F. Byrd). These results beg the 

question of whether the Electoral College is truly the most effective voting procedure in 

determining the nation’s president. Given the close circumstances of the 1960 election, Nixon 

may have also narrowly won the election under a different system. Though Nixon eventually 

conceded the election to Kennedy, Kennedy’s narrow margin of victory did not come without 

much debate over whether he had rightfully earned his spot or slyly stole the win from Nixon 

(“The drama behind President Kennedy's 1960 election win.”). 
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 The suspicions of voter fraud and a secretly rigged election encapsulated the nation’s 

post-election ambience. Responding to the suspected deceit, citizens who favored Nixon 

remained outraged at the results and insisted that Kennedy had unfairly obtained his votes in 

certain states, specifically pointing toward Illinois and Texas. Of the 4.7 million votes cast from 

Illinois, Kennedy won the state by an official margin of 8,858 votes or 0.17% (“The drama 

behind President Kennedy's 1960 election win.”). What was interesting about Illinois is that 

despite Kennedy’s narrow win, Nixon still carried 92 of the state's 101 counties. Thus, rumors 

went rampant that Kennedy especially benefitted from Chicago mayor Richard J. Daley and his 

influence in Chicago and specifically Cook County. As in 1960, Cook County remains today as 

the largest county in Illinois and the second largest of the nation, home to over 40% of the 

Illinois population. Daley, thought to have used his Chicago Democratic organization and 

political machine to attract votes for Kennedy, heavily guided Kennedy’s victory in Chicago. 

Having tightly controlled the area with members serving for him at every political level, Daley 

maintained full order in Cook County, thus essentially controlling the entire state. With nothing 

anybody could do to challenge Daley’s rule, Kennedy won Chicago by a margin of 450,000 

votes - over 10% of Chicago's population at that time and significantly more than the nearly 

9,000 votes by which he won the state.  

The rumors in the Texas state election were not unlike those of Illinois, with many 

believing that Kennedy took advantage of former Texas senator and his running mate, Lyndon B. 

Johnson’s influence on the state. In Texas, Kennedy beat Nixon by a 51-49% margin of roughly 

46,000 votes. Some historians believe Johnson's political machine garnered enough votes in 

counties along the Mexican border to give Kennedy the win, while others argued that Texas was 

too large a state for fraud to have played a large role in the outcome. That is not to say fraud did 
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not occur in Texas because, for example, Fannis County at that time had 4,895 registered voters, 

but surprisingly received 6,138 votes, three-quarters of which went to Kennedy. Though fraud is 

likely to have occurred elsewhere too, Illinois and Texas are noteworthy because if Nixon had 

carried both, he would have received 270 electoral votes (to Kennedy who would now have 252 

votes), one more than the 269 needed to win the majority in the Electoral College and the 

presidency (Kallina 113-114).  

 Illinois proves an interesting case within the 1960 election, marking a classic example of 

voter fraud within elections in general. In addition to mayor Daley’s Democratic Party Machine, 

another group known as the Chicago Mob, or the “Outfit”, is believed to have played a major 

role in Kennedy’s victory in Illinois. Working to cover the suburban areas around Chicago that 

the Democratic Party Machine did not control, the Outfit did not directly lend support to 

Kennedy and his victory. Rather, the Outfit worked to defeat incumbent Republican State 

Attorney Benjamin Adamowski and ensure the victory of Democratic nominee Daniel Ward. In 

turn, the support for the Democratic Party spilled over into support for Kennedy, giving him 

unusually high support in areas controlled by the Outfit. Sam and Chuck Giancana, leaders of the 

Outfit, worked seeming miracles in the voting, doing everything in their power to guarantee the 

spot of a Democratic nominee. As a result, duplicate voting went widespread, with people 

registered in several locations who would vote in more than one jurisdiction. Outfit officials paid 

voters to cast ballots in the name of other legitimate voters and voters who had died or moved 

away. They even falsely registered thousands of fake voters, or ghost voters, fabricating pretend 

names and addresses of people supposedly eligible to vote. Not only was there false voting and 

duplicate votes, but the group also placed workers inside polling places, intimidating voters - 

particularly elderly and immigrants - to vote for the Democratic nominee by “assisting” them 
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with casting their vote. It is undeniable that Kennedy received special support in Illinois from the 

work of various political machines. However, one must question whether or not voter fraud 

actually made the difference in the total vote count and subsequent outcome. It is certainly 

plausible that Nixon would have lost the state even if the voting had been completely legal. The 

work of Daley and other machines may have simply extended Kennedy’s margin of victory 

(Binder 252-254).  

 Undoubtedly controversial, the state of Illinois forced people to question the results of 

this state election in particular, causing many citizens to demand a recounting of votes. Ironically 

enough, Illinois had no guidelines for the recount of votes in a presidential election. A complete 

recounting of all the state’s votes would be too expensive and far too time-consuming to actually 

achieve a meaningful result; however, the state did have provisions set for a procedure to recount 

votes from local contests. Adamowski, angry at his defeat for reelection as State Attorney, 

requested a recount of the votes, though many viewed this as an opportunity to investigate results 

from the presidential race too. Though a true presidential recount was impossible to carry forth, 

Adamowski and other Republicans hoped that an investigation of the state attorney race could 

possibly foster evidence of fraud that would spread to the presidential race as well. When the 

recount began, it became obvious that the Republicans fought to prove they had been cheated out 

of a victory and the Democrats set to hide any evidence. Siding with the Democrats, the Board of 

Election Commissioners (BEC) maintained that only the three BEC members could recount 

votes and only votes for state attorney would be recounted, since those were the votes 

Adamowski petitioned for. After the first day of recounts, the BEC reported a gain of 12 votes 

for Adamowski. The issue with system set forth by the BEC was that the recounting of votes was 

an incredibly time-consuming and cumbersome process. With the leisurely pace that the three 
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members proceeded with, the recount would take over a year to complete. With the democratic 

strategy of delaying the recount now drawing heavy criticism, the county judge ordered twenty-

five teams of multiple people to recount the votes by means of expediting the process. In less 

than two weeks, the recount was complete. The most glaring discovery showed that the method 

of counting paper ballots was unbelievably disorganized and imprecise. In the towns just outside 

of Chicago, mistakes of ten or more falsely counted votes for Adamowski occurred in 8.0% of 

precincts (districts within a city/town), whereas his opponent Ward had mistakes in 13.7% of 

precincts. Of the twenty-nine precincts in the state-attorney contest, twenty-eight of them had 

mistaken votes favoring Democratic candidate Ward (Kallina 114-116).  

 These figures alone cannot prove that Nixon had been cheated out of a win, but they do 

portray an extensive pattern of error that consistently favored the Democratic side. Every recount 

led to the report of a previously incorrect total with a subsequent net gain for the Republican 

candidates. Later investigation revealed that Adamowski averaged an increase of 9.073 votes per 

precinct after the recount, which meant Nixon would gain an average of 1.779 votes per precinct 

in Chicago. Though shocking, it is still not enough to confidently assert that Kennedy had stolen 

enough votes from Nixon in Chicago to give him the win in Illinois. Republican officials, 

disappointed by the outcome, had hoped for Nixon to pick up votes at a larger rate than he 

actually did. In fact, the recount revealed that 40% of Chicago precincts overcounted the votes 

for Nixon. That figure was actually more than Kennedy’s, who only had an overcount in 38% of 

precincts. Assuming that the recounted votes would be proportional to the actual votes cast, 

Nixon’s increase of 1.779 votes per precinct would give him an additional 1,578 votes total, still 

far short from the near 20,000 votes needed to affect a difference. The recount does not prove 

that fraud tipped the win for Kennedy in Illinois. However, the paper ballot recounts still do not 
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contain the whole story since they cannot account for other irregularities such as repeat voting 

and ghost voters, which very likely played a part as well (Kallina 116-117).  

 Though sound, the findings from Chicago suggest that voter fraud is still capable of 

impacting the results of a modern election. The truth of the matter is that voter fraud can and has 

affected the results of many election from the past. President George Washington gave liquor to 

supporters in return for votes and Boss Tweed of New York, with his notorious political 

machine, paid voters to cast four votes at a time. Had Florida received just 1,000 fraudulent votes 

in the 2000 presidential election, Al Gore would have become president and not Bush (Binder 

254). This fact has given birth to voter-identification laws (voter ID laws) to deter voter fraud, 

but in actuality these laws have provoked just as much controversy as the 1960 presidential 

election. Intended to prevent fraudulent voting and maintain the integrity of American 

democracy and elections, voter ID laws such as poll taxes and literacy tests negatively affect 

elections by depressing voter turnout and discouraging lawful votes that otherwise would have 

been cast. Typically, voter ID laws firstly require a voter to present a valid form of identification 

prior to casting his or her ballot. States such as North Carolina have even adopted very strict 

laws, mandating that all voters provide a government issued photo identification, such as a 

driver’s license. Supporters of these laws hope that they can greatly reduce illegal votes in that 

one person cannot pretend to be someone else. On the other hand, this leaves a great amount of 

otherwise eligible voters, people who lack accurate photo IDs or money to afford taxes, unable to 

vote - many of whom belong to racial minority and traditionally favor the Democratic nominees. 

These laws also create a distinct disadvantage for women, who may change their names due to 

marriage and divorce and are much more likely to have inaccuracies on their identification 

documents. Transforming accurate elections into ones that are biased and unethical, voter ID 
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laws indirectly aim to suppress non-Republican voters from casting their ballot. They hold the 

power to convert an election in which a Democrat should win into one that, due to depressed 

turnout, the Republican comes out on top. In the case of Nixon and Kennedy, Kennedy obviously 

benefitted from fraud, but one can suppose that Nixon would have benefited from enforced voter 

ID laws had those been actively enforced. It is not unfair to assume that if Nixon had replicated 

Kennedy’s tactics in addition to placing strict voter ID laws, he could have tipped the scale in 

certain states to come out victorious in the election (Gilbert 740-742). 

 Yet, the discussed voter ID laws only target impersonation fraud. These laws have no 

ability to mitigate or resolve fraud from absentee ballots that are mailed in, multiple voting from 

the same person, or the alteration of already-cast ballots, amongst others that voter ID 

requirements do not cover. The majority of elections involve millions of votes and for 

impersonation fraud to actually create difference, it would have to be pervasive everywhere. 

Thus, impersonation fraud is actually quite uncommon and alone is unable to realistically 

influence any specific outcome. Nonetheless, one would hope to minimize fraud so perhaps it 

should be up to official discretion whether voter ID laws are put into action (Gilbert 745-746).  

 An important thing to note, however, is that voter ID laws, by both reducing fraud and 

depressing turnout, can actually worsen the effects of fraudulent voting. For a simple case 

example, without voter ID laws, candidates A and B receive 20 and 15 legal votes respectively. 

Due to fraud supporting one side, candidate B also receives 4 fraudulent votes, bringing the final 

vote to 20-19 and candidate A wins. Despite the fraudulent votes, the outcome remains 

nonfraudulent, as Candidate A should have won and still ended up as the winner. Now in the 

presence of voter ID laws, candidates A and B now receive 14 and 13 legal votes respectively, 

due to the depressed turnout. Fraudulent voting is now also suppressed so candidate B only 
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receive 2 fraudulent votes. The final total now is 14-15, and candidate B wins fraudulently 

thanks to the voter ID laws, even though A should have become the rightful winner. As 

illustrated previously, officials must be wary of the laws set in place because voter ID laws can 

inadvertently exacerbate the problems they were intended to resolve. The conditions required for 

voter ID laws to flip the outcome of an election are easily enacted and simple to execute. As 

Michael Gilbert says, “A law that cuts fraudulent votes from 100 to 10 while reducing the 

margin of lawful votes from 500 to 5 hurts rather than helps. It follows that supporters of voter 

ID laws must consider the potential for vote depression, not because depression is intrinsically 

problematic (though many think it is) but because it is integral to the antifraud” (Gilbert 742).  

 Elections involving fraudulent votes without voter ID laws can produce contrasting 

outcomes depending a specific set of conditions. For simplicity again, candidates A and B both 

receive some number of legal votes (AL and BL respectively) and some number of fraudulent 

votes (AF and BF respectively). If AL > BL, then regardless, A is rightful winner of the election. 

However, depending on the final vote totals and whether or not AF < BF, it is possible that A may 

not actually win. As AL increases relative to BL, A's lead also 

increases and B would require substantially more fraudulent 

votes (BF) to win. But if A only has a slender lead in legal 

votes, B would not need many more fraudulent votes to 

overcome a deficit and take the win. The figure to the right 

demonstrates the various cases that can result. As shown by 

point Z, A could hold the lead in legal votes, but if B’s lead in 

fraudulent votes exceeds A’s lead in legal votes, then because 

of fraud B wins and the election is inaccurate. Though present, 

(Gilbert 754) 
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voter fraud does not always force a difference in the outcome of an election, but certainly has the 

power to do so. As shown through the battle between Kennedy and Nixon within Chicago, fraud 

undeniably took place. However, whether it was the true difference maker that gave Kennedy a 

stolen victory is doubtful (Gilbert 754-756).  

 In what proved itself as a landmark election ending in a shocking outcome, the 

presidential election of 1960 between Kennedy and Nixon forced many to question the validity 

of the nation’s voting system and suspect the work of fraud due to the exceptionally close 

margin. Demonstrated by the irregularity of votes and particularly close margin of victory of 

Illinois and Texas, it is undeniable that fraudulent voting did play a part in those specific states. 

However, the extent to which voter fraud occurred nation-wide and influenced the outcome 

remains debatable. As with Cook County in Chicago, Nixon did receive an increase in votes after 

recounts but still not enough to have given him the win for the entire state. Voter fraud can and 

often does play a role in elections, but its effect on the final outcome remains minimal due to the 

multitude of votes in modern elections and the exorbitant number of fraudulent votes required to 

tip the outcome in another direction. Laws to prevent or reduce such happenings can risk 

worsening the situation as a whole. Ultimately, voter fraud has played a persistent role in the 

American electoral system, as seen with the 1960 presidential battle between Nixon and 

Kennedy, but whether Nixon truly deserved to win is still up for debate. 
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