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Summary: In the 2008 presidential nomination campaigns, both Obama and McCain staked out clear positions on the Iraq War. Polls showed that the war in Iraq was indeed the key issue of support for the winning contenders, and furthermore, voters in the primaries on both the Democratic and Republican treated the war as an important issue. And because both candidates placed special emphasis on this platform issue, it can be argued that both Obama and McCain owed their respective nominations for president to the combination of war and momentum.

- - -

The Iraq war cast a long shadow over the presidential nominating contests in 2008. On the Democratic side, Barack Obama stressed his early and unwavering opposition to the Iraq invasion back in 2003. On the Republican side, and conversely in stance, John McCain trumpeted his early advocacy of the surge of increased troops in Iraq at a time when the war looked like a lost cause, claiming he would "rather lose an election than lose a war." Thus, in each of the major parties, the presidential nomination was won by a candidate who had taken a clear stand on the Iraq war. 

FOREIGN POLICY AND CANDIDATE CHOICE

With daily headlines about military operations, the drumbeat of the ever-rising toll of casualties, and recurring clashes among political leaders in Washington, an ongoing war is the kind of foreign policy issue that is hard to miss, even by the most inattentive citizen. Despite being a poor judge of policy, the general public is quite adept at judging performance. Voters know whether they are satisfied or dissatisfied with the way a war or the economy is going, but not necessarily how best to fix the problem. But, most Americans are still thoroughly bewildered by the array of contenders in primaries and caucuses. Many of these candidates barely appear on the radar of public awareness, and their policy appeals may be the last thing about which ordinary Americans care. 
When it comes to elections, a voter compares his or her most important issues to that of the candidates. As simple as that approach may sound, making an electoral decision on the basis of a public policy issue like war, proves a difficult chore for most voters. Public opinion on war is swayed by patriotism and government propaganda. And for a candidate, the very fact that he opposes a war creates a dilemma: if he disagrees with government, he risks appearing unpatriotic, but if he supports the government's course, it provides no alternative to the voters. 

ISSUES AND MOMENTUM IN PRIMARIES

The widely accepted premise is that issues do not matter to voters in primaries. If it is hard to make issue distinctions between a Democrat and a Republican in a general election, it would seem downright impossible to make distinctions among Democrats or among Republicans. Furthermore, few voters can even identify more than one or two presidential candidates in their party by name, let alone by any issue. As a result, the study of primary elections has largely focused on factors such as momentum: a candidate's initial popularity and initial resources, the early primary contests, especially in New Hampshire (the second primary after Iowa), and general electability.
A wartime election, of course, may raise the importance of foreign policy to a point at which it becomes a critical issue in primary elections. The 1968 election provides an instructive object lesson. With Democratic incumbent Lyndon Johnson opting not to run in the midst of the perceived futility of the war, anti-Vietnam War protest fueled Eugene McCarthy's campaign for the Democratic nomination. By all indications, McCarthy was a "peace" candidate who campaigned for a reduction of U.S. military involvement in Vietnam. That platform drew legions of youthful college-based volunteers to his side during the primaries. But did it also appeal to most Americans who supported McCarthy? Historians note that the McCarthy vote exhibited a stunning pattern. Without much doubt, McCarthy attracted a large number of supporters from the ranks of people who were dissatisfied with the Vietnam War. By a 2-1 margin or better, McCarthy supporters called the U.S. entry into Vietnam a "mistake," regardless of whether they were Democrats, Republicans, or Independents. McCarthy appealed to that sentiment with his "peace" platform, which sought to reduce the U.S. military effort in Vietnam.

Oddly enough, however, McCarthy supporters in the general public had other ideas. Among these people, "hawks" (those who favored a stronger military effort) significantly outnumbered "doves" (those who favored a reduced effort). The apparent problem seems to be that McCarthy supporter, and therefore those who nominated him as the Democratic candidate, assumed the Vietnam War to be an issue that all people strongly despised. This seems to be one of the dangers of taking an anti-war, platform stance.
THE BATTLE IN 2008
In a television interview in August 2006, McCain laid out his strategy in response to the question,

Are we winning in Iraq?" I don't think so.... But it's a very difficult situation….We make mistakes in every war, and serious mistakes were made here. The question is, are we going to be able to bring the situation under control now? I still believe we can….

When Obama announced his candidacy for the presidency, he singled out the Iraq war as a key of his campaign for change, devoting more words to that issue than to any other policy issue in his announcement. He reminded the American public of his opposition to the war from the start and pledged a quick withdrawal from Iraq: 
Most of you know I opposed this war from the start. I thought it was a tragic mistake. Today we grieve for the families who have lost loved ones, the hearts that have been broken, and the young lives that could have been. America, it's time to start bringing our troops home. It's time to admit that no amount of American lives can resolve the political disagreement that lies at the heart of someone else's civil war. That's why I have a plan that will bring our combat troops home by March of 2008.

As Obama did for Democrats, McCain would come across to Republicans as the best candidate to fix a deplorable situation. Throughout the primary season, exit polls queried voters in Republican contests which of four issues—the economy, the war in Iraq, terrorism, or illegal immigration--they rated as the most important issue facing the country. McCain tapped into a well of dissatisfaction with Iraq and the Bush administration that existed among Republicans. His supporters were more upset than supporters of other candidates with how things were going in Iraq and showed less approval of the Bush administration. And McCain used this to his advantage.
In the 2008 Democratic contests, Obama's vote rose and fell with concern about the Iraq war, as did McCain's vote in Republican contests. It did not seem to matter that Obama advocated withdrawal or McCain a surge. For Democrats upset about Iraq, Obama was the candidate who addressed their anger, while for Republicans, McCain was that candidate. Interestingly enough, both trailed in national polls of likely primary and caucus voters in their respective parties. Both needed a boost from unexpected victories in early contests to become more competitive in later contests. Most important, both managed to obtain this momentum from victories in states where concern with the Iraq war was especially strong. War and momentum combined in 2008 to secure the nomination for both major-party standard-bearers.

