
The United States Presidential Election of 2000 

 

The closest presidential election in the history of the United States, the 2000 presidential election 

was decided by a mere 537 votes in Florida (Reid) 

 

Perhaps the most controversial presidential election in the history of the United States, the race 

for the White House between George W. Bush (Republican - Texas) and Al Gore (Democrat - 

Tennessee) in 2000 was ultimately decided by fewer than 600 votes in Florida (Purdum). Bush 

eventually prevailed after a lengthy legal process that even included a recount and Supreme 

Court case, even though he did not win the popular vote. The 2000 presidential election is 

significant because it revealed major flaws in the way the United States elects its presidents – 

from the inherently undemocratic electoral college to the role party allegiances play in pivotal 

Supreme Court rulings.  

 

Although Bush only won 47.9% of the popular vote (compared to Gore’s 48.4%), he was still 

able to secure the presidency by manipulating the electoral college. While some democracies 



determine heads of state through a popular vote, the United States elects its president through a 

method called the electoral college. There are 538 electors in the electoral college – 435 from the 

House of Representatives, 100 from the Senate, and three from the District of Columbia 

(Elving). The 435 votes from the House is distributed by population whereas the 100 votes from 

the Senate are equally divided with each state receiving two votes. Each state therefore has as 

many votes as the number of electors they have in the House and Senate (the District of 

Columbia receives three votes under the 23rd Amendment). Aside from Maine and Alaska, 

whichever candidate receives the most votes in a state is awarded all of the electoral votes that 

belong to that state. The candidate that accrues 270 out of the 538 total votes is then named 

president. This means that it is possible for a candidate to win an election without winning the 

popular vote. In fact, this has happened in two out of the last five elections (2000 and 2016). In 

fact, a candidate could theoretically win the electoral college with only 23% of the popular vote 

(Kurtzleben). Furthermore, the 538 votes in the electoral college are not evenly distributed across 

the 50 states (plus the District of Columbia). For example, California has 55 electoral votes and a 

population of 39.25 million people, which means one electoral vote represents roughly 700,000 

people. On the other hand, Wyoming has three electoral votes and a population of just 585,501 

people, which amounts to one electoral vote for fewer than 200,000 people. This means that each 

person’s vote in Wyoming is worth almost four times more than someone’s vote in California. 

This, along with the “winner-takes-all” rule in every state but Alaska and New Hampshire, 

discourages people in non-swing states from voting.    

 



 

The electoral college map for the 2000 presidential election (Wikipedia) 

 

The game theory behind winning an election in the electoral college differs greatly from that of a 

popular vote. In a popular vote, candidates try to get the majority of voters to vote for them. To 

achieve this, they concentrate their campaigning efforts in highly populated urban centers like 

New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. On the other hand, candidates strive to get the majority of 

electors to vote for them in the electoral college system. Instead of focusing on cities, candidates 

campaign almost exclusively in what are called swing states – highly contested states that could 

easily go Democrat or Republican (Black). For example, Democrats rarely campaign in 

Massachusetts because they know that Massachusetts historically votes Democratic and will vote 

Democratic regardless of whether or not they campaign there (the same goes for Republicans in 

Alabama). In fact, candidates rarely visit the three most populous states (California, Texas, and 

New York) for purposes other than fundraising. In the 2000 election, the most highly contested 



swing states were Wisconsin, New Mexico, and Florida (the latter of which ended up being the 

tipping point state with a mere 0.0092% margin of victory).  

 

As expected, Bush carried the South, rural Midwest, and the Rocky Mountains while Gore 

carried the Northeast, Upper Midwest, and the West Coast. With Gore leading Bush 249-245, all 

attention went to Florida, whose 25 votes could lift either candidate over the 270-vote threshold. 

At first, major television networks like CNN, FOX, and ABC all reported a Gore win based on 

their exit polls. However, as the night went on and the actual votes started coming in, the same 

networks flipped their predictions to favor Bush. When the remaining counties – most of which 

were majority Democratic – had finished voting, the numbers were so close that Florida was 

required to host a recount under state law. The next morning, it was reported that Bush had won 

the state by just 900 votes. Gore immediately requested a recount and the Florida Supreme Court 

granted it to him with a 4-3 majority. The United States Supreme Court then intervened and 

halted the recount in Bush v. Gore with a 5-4 majority, which was controversial because it was 

split among partisan lines – other than Justice David Souter, every justice that was appointed by 

a Republican ruled in favor of Bush, and every justice that was appointed by a Democrat ruled in 

favor of Gore.  

 

Bush v. Gore was split along partisan lines (Oyez) 



 

While Bush’s legal team argued that the Florida Supreme Court did not have the authority to 

recount the extremely ambiguous undervotes, Gore’s side argued that choosing how Florida 

conducts its recounts is a right reserved to the state, not the United States Supreme Court. On 

December 12th, the US Supreme Court officially overturned the Florida Supreme Court’s 

decision. The US Supreme Court asserted that the Florida Supreme Court’s decision violated the 

Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment because there was not a statewide standard for 

vote recounts (United States Constitution).  

 

“The	Equal	Protection	Clause	prohibits	government	officials	from	implementing	an	

electoral	system	that	gives	the	votes	of	similarly	situated	voters	different	effect	based	

on	the	happenstance	of	the	county	or	district	in	which	those	voters	live.” 

 

Since each county had the authority to decide what constituted a valid ballot, two voters from 

different counties could fill out a ballot in the exact same manner and it could be counted as 

acceptable in one county and unacceptable in another. With a 7-2 ruling, the United States 

Supreme Court effectively declared George Bush the winner of the election in Florida – and 

consequently, the next president – by a narrow margin of 537 votes. In addition, many people 

were skeptical of the governor of Florida at the time, Bush’s brother Jeb, and his role in the 

recount (these accusations turned out to be false).    

 

The election was controversial for several reasons, one of them being the confusing design of the 

“butterfly ballot” used in Palm Beach County, Florida, a county that largely favored Gore. The 



ballot, which had been separated into two pages to allow for a bigger font size, made it difficult 

to tell whether a person had voted for Gore, who appears third on the list despite being a 

candidate from a major party, or Reform Party candidate Pat Buchanan, who appears directly 

above Gore. As a result, 6,607 votes intended for Gore were invalidated due to voters 

accidentally voting for both Buchanan and Gore, according to a report by the Palm Beach Post. 

In addition, many votes were invalidated because voters did not punch holes all the way through 

their ballots. The recount was nearly impossible as county officials attempted to figure out the 

intent of ballots with “hanging chads” (ballots that were not completely punched), “pregnant 

chads” (ballots that were indented, but not punched), “overvotes” (ballots with votes for more 

than one candidate), and “undervotes” (ballots submitted without a vote) (The Editors of 

Encyclopædia Britannica).   



 

The graphic above explains how voters could have voted for Buchanan when they intended to 

vote for Gore (Democratic Underground) 

 

While Bush and Gore were the only two candidates with a realistic chance of winning the 

election, Green Party candidate Ralph Nader may have cost the election for Gore due to the 

“spoiler effect,” which is when “a third-party candidate takes votes away from a major party 

candidate, resulting in a win for the opposition” (Maxmin). Nader writes in his own book, 

Crashing the Party, that “exit polls reported that 25% of [Nader’s] voters would have voted for 

Bush, 38% would have voted for Gore, and the rest would have not voted at all.” If Nader had 

dropped out of the race, 38% of his 97,421 votes in Florida (37,020 votes) would have gone to 



Gore, which would have resulted in a decisive win for Gore. Furthermore, Gore could have won 

the election by winning New Hampshire, a state in which Gore lost by just 7,000 votes in 

comparison to the 22,000 votes that went to Nader. In an interview with the Wall Street Journal, 

Nader responded to critics that called him a “spoiler candidate” by attributing Gore’s loss to 

Bush v. Gore and the 308,000 Democrats who voted for Bush in Florida (Varadarajan).  

 

Additionally, Florida was called early in favor of Gore in the six major news companies that 

made up the Voter News Service (ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, Fox, The Associated Press), which 

affected voter turnout in parts of the state where voting had not yet taken place. When a state is 

called for a candidate, potential voters lose all incentive to vote because they know that their 

votes would not affect the final result anyway. The Voter News Service (VNS) violated its own 

rules by calling the state for Gore 12 minutes before voting in the Florida panhandle ended. (The 

Florida panhandle is in the Central Time Zone, while the rest of the state is in the Eastern Time 

Zone.) In actuality, Bush was leading Gore by 75,000 votes when the VNS had called the state 

for Gore, discouraging Democrats and Republicans alike from voting (Morin).  

 

In conclusion, not only did the 2000 presidential election start a nationwide conversation about 

the flaws in American democracy and how to fix them, it also changed the course of the next 

eight years. In response to the September 11th terrorist attacks, Bush took a pro-war, 

interventionist stance on foreign policy with his War on Terrorism in Afghanistan and Iraq, 

destabilizing the Middle East. In his second term, his popularity (90% at the height of his first 

term) plummeted as he was criticized for not providing timely aid to the victims of Hurricane 

Katrina and using hundreds of billions of dollars of taxpayer money to bail out the banks of Wall 



Street. Whether or not Gore would have been a better president remains up for debate, but it is 

undeniable that the flaws revealed in American democracy as a result of the 2000 presidential 

election had major implications that can still be felt today.  
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