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Dewey defeats Truman is a phrase that has become emblematic of the pitfalls of premature
conclusions and the dangers of overconfidence in polling data. It refers to the historic 1948 United
States presidential election, in which many analysts and journalists predicted that Republican
candidate Thomas E. Dewey would defeat the incumbent Democratic President Harry S. Truman.
However, the election results turned out quite differently, leading to one of the most famous misprints
in American journalism history. This article will explore the context surrounding the election, the role of

the media, and the implications of this event on American politics and polling practices.

Historical Context of the 1948 Election

The Political Landscape

The 1948 presidential election took place against a backdrop of significant political and social changes



in the United States. Following World War Il, the nation was experiencing economic growth, but there
were also rising tensions related to civil rights, labor issues, and the beginning of the Cold War. The

main candidates in the election were:

1. Harry S. Truman (Democrat): Truman, who had assumed the presidency after Franklin D.
Roosevelt's death in 1945, aimed to continue Roosevelt's New Deal policies and address post-war
challenges.

2. Thomas E. Dewey (Republican): The Governor of New York, Dewey was seen as a moderate
candidate who appealed to a broad range of voters. Many believed he would offer a more stable and

prosperous alternative to Truman.

The Role of Third Parties

The 1948 election also featured notable third-party candidates, which further complicated the political

landscape:

- Henry A. Wallace (Progressive Party): A former Vice President under Roosevelt, Wallace advocated
for civil rights and progressive social policies. His candidacy split the Democratic vote among more
liberal voters.

- Strom Thurmond (Dixiecrat): Running on a platform of states' rights and segregation, Thurmond

appealed to Southern Democrats disillusioned with Truman's civil rights initiatives.

These third-party candidates represented significant factions within the electorate, which would

ultimately affect the election outcome.

Polling and Predictions



The Influence of Polls

As the election approached, polling data indicated a strong lead for Dewey over Truman. Many polls
suggested that Dewey would win decisively, leading to a widespread belief in a Republican victory.

This reliance on polling data can be attributed to several factors:

- Increased Polling Accuracy: By 1948, polling had become a more sophisticated science, with
organizations like Gallup and Roper gaining prominence. However, the methodologies were not as
refined as they are today.

- Media Influence: Newspapers and radio broadcasts began to rely heavily on polls to shape public
opinion. Reports frequently highlighted Dewey's apparent lead, reinforcing the narrative of his

inevitable victory.

The Coverage of the Election

The media's portrayal of the election also played a crucial role in shaping public perception. Major
newspapers, including the Chicago Tribune, published articles that confidently predicted a Dewey
victory. The phrase “Dewey defeats Truman” was famously printed on the front page of the Tribune
the day after the election, reflecting the confidence of the press in the polling data. This premature

declaration became a symbol of journalistic hubris.

The Election Results

On November 2, 1948, the election results began to come in, and it quickly became apparent that the
polls had misjudged the electorate. Truman's campaign, marked by vigorous whistle-stop tours and
appeals to the working class, resonated with voters who were dissatisfied with the status quo. Here

are some key points from the election results:



1. Truman's Victory: Truman ultimately won the election with 49.55% of the popular vote compared to
Dewey's 45.07%. In the Electoral College, Truman secured 303 votes to Dewey's 189.

2. Surprise Outcomes: Truman's victories in states like Ohio, California, and lllinois were particularly
surprising to political analysts and pollsters who had predicted Dewey's success in those regions.

3. Impact of Third Parties: While third-party candidates like Wallace and Thurmond received a
combined 2.4% of the popular vote, their presence likely influenced the overall dynamics of the

election, diverting votes from Truman and Dewey.

The Aftermath and Legacy

Implications for the Media

The phrase “Dewey defeats Truman” became an iconic representation of the failures of journalism in
the face of political reality. The misprint not only embarrassed the Chicago Tribune but also served as
a cautionary tale that resonated throughout the media landscape. Some of the implications for

journalism included:

- Increased Scrutiny: The incident led to increased scrutiny of polling methodologies and the
importance of accurately representing data in news reporting.
- Shifts in Coverage: Media outlets began to adopt more nuanced approaches to election coverage,

emphasizing the uncertainty inherent in polling rather than presenting definitive conclusions.

Impact on Polling Practices

The misjudgment of the 1948 election results also had lasting effects on how polling was conducted

and interpreted:



1. Methodological Improvements: Pollsters began to refine their methodologies, incorporating larger
sample sizes and more diverse respondent demographics to ensure accuracy.

2. Focus on Likely Voters: Polls began to focus more on “likely voters” rather than registered voters,
as this distinction proved critical in predicting actual election outcomes.

3. Transparency in Polling: There was a push for greater transparency regarding how polls were
conducted, with a focus on sharing information about sampling techniques, question phrasing, and

timing.

Political Consequences

Truman's unexpected victory also had significant ramifications for American politics:

- Strengthening the Democratic Party: Truman's win solidified the Democratic Party's control of the
presidency for the subsequent two decades, leading to significant legislative achievements in civil
rights and social welfare.

- Shift in Political Dynamics: The election revealed deep divisions within the Democratic Party,

particularly around issues of civil rights and labor, foreshadowing future intra-party conflicts.

Conclusion

The phrase “Dewey defeats Truman” serves as a reminder of the complexities of political forecasting
and the perils of overreliance on polling data. The 1948 presidential election was not merely a contest
between two candidates; it was a pivotal moment in American history that highlighted the evolving
nature of media, politics, and public opinion. It demonstrated that, despite the advancements in polling
techniques, uncertainty will always exist in the political arena. As such, journalists, analysts, and voters
alike must approach predictions with caution, recognizing that the only certainty in politics is

uncertainty itself.



Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'Dewey Defeats Truman' refer to?

The phrase refers to a famous headline published by the Chicago Tribune on November 3, 1948,
which mistakenly declared Thomas E. Dewey the winner of the presidential election against Harry S.

Truman, who actually won.

How did the Chicago Tribune's headline impact public perception at

the time?

The headline contributed to a significant public misunderstanding of the election outcome and
highlighted the challenges of polling accuracy, as many believed Dewey would win based on pre-

election polls.

What were the key factors that led to Truman's unexpected victory

over Dewey?

Key factors included Truman's strong campaigning, his appeal to the working class, and a last-minute

surge of support from various voter demographics, which countered the predictions made by polls.

What role did polling play in the 1948 presidential election?

Polling played a significant role, as many polls leading up to the election indicated Dewey would win,
but they failed to accurately account for voter turnout and preferences, leading to widespread surprise

at Truman's victory.

How has the 'Dewey Defeats Truman' incident influenced modern

journalism and polling?

The incident has served as a cautionary tale for journalists and pollsters about the importance of

accuracy and the dangers of making definitive statements based on incomplete data or trends.



What legacy did the 'Dewey Defeats Truman' headline leave for future

elections?

The legacy includes a greater emphasis on the need for careful analysis in polling methods and the
way election coverage is approached, as well as a cultural reference point for unexpected election

outcomes.
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