
340   Part IV: Institutions

the proportion of the vote won by a candidate in that 
state. If a candidate wins 40% of the vote, she wins 
40% of the delegates. However, in some states on 
the Republican side, the delegate selection process 
is a winner-takes-all system. In such elections, even 
if one candidate wins by a hundred votes, he or she 
wins all the delegates for that state. In short, there is 
not uniformity. One state, New Hampshire, has in its 
state constitution a clause that the state must have 
the first presidential primary, and this means the state 
has more influence on winnowing down the presiden-
tial candidates than other states (to see the processes 
for various states—whether winner-takes-all or  
proportional—go to edge.sagepub.com/ballantine 
condensed4e. 

Thinking Sociologically
Some states never get any say in the nomination of 
candidates because the process is completed before 
they vote. One state has written into its constitution 
that it must have the first primary election. Should 
these decisions be made at the state or national level? 
Who has the authority to tell a state it cannot put into 
its constitution a regulation that it must have the first 
presidential primary?

impacts on political processes at the national level. 
Here we look at recent controversies about how to 
nominate and elect a president within the United 
States. Although the focus is on the U.S. political 
system, this discussion should be seen as illustrative 
of the tensions and peculiarities of the meso-macro 
link in any complex political system.

In some U.S. states, only members of the respec-
tive political parties (e.g., Democrat and Republican) 
can vote in their party’s primary election. In other 
states, registered Independents can vote in either 
primary election and help select either party’s can-
didate of office. In other states, Democrats and 
Republicans can cross over and vote in the primary 
for the other party. 

In some U.S. states, each political party runs its 
own caucuses (face-to-face meetings of voters in 
homes, schools, and other buildings) to discuss pol-
icy and to carry out public votes. Each political party 
funds the process and sets the rules. Other states 
have primary elections run by the state government, 
though the methods of voting differ (see Table 12.2 
for caucus and primary states). However, even states 
that use a primary are not all the same. In most states, 
delegates to the convention are selected based on 

TABLE 12.2  Meso-Level Presidential Nomination Variations in the United States

Open 

Allowing citizens to cross over to 
vote in the other party’s election

Semiclosed 

Allowing Independents to vote 
in the other party’s election

States With Caucuses 
Rather Than Primaries

Controlled by the political 
parties rather than the state

AL     MN     TN

AR     MS      VT

ID      MO     VA

IN      ND      WA

MI     SC       WI

Open in the Democratic but closed 
in the Republican processes:

MT     UT     WV

AK     IL      NH

CA     IA      OH

GA     MA    RI

Semiclosed in the Democratic 
but closed in the Republican 
processes: KS

AK     ME     NV

CO     MN     ND

IA        WA

KS     NE     WY

Texas has both a primary 
and a caucus

Sources: Bowen 2008; Center for Voting and Democracy 2008; Green Papers 2008a, 2008b; National Archives and Records Administration 2008; 
“Primary Calendar” 2008; Project Vote Smart 2008; State of Delaware 2008; “U.S. Elections Map” 2008; Voting and Democracy Research Center 2008. 

Note: States that are not listed in the first two columns have closed voting systems—one can only vote if registered in that party.
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