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for that state. This is true even if the winner of that pri-
mary only captures 35% of the vote. In short, there is no 
uniformity. In addition, one state, New Hampshire, has in 
its state laws a mandate to the secretary of state that the 
state must have the first presidential primary, and this 
means the state has more influence on winnowing down 
the presidential candidates than other states (Kamarck 
2016). (To see the processes for various states—whether 
winner-takes-all or proportional—go to www.realclearpol 
itics.com/epolls/2016/president/republican_delegate_
count.html.)

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 legal code a 
requirement directing the state’s secretary of state 

that it must have the first primary election. Should 
these decisions be made at the state or the 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?

Some state governments decide when primaries will be 
held, whereas elsewhere, the political parties control the 
process of selecting nominees. Can a political party—a 
meso-level political entity—tell a state—another meso-
level political entity—when to have its primary elections? 
On the other hand, can a state legislature tell a major 
national political party how to run its nomination process? 
The answers to these questions are not clear and they have 
sometimes resulted in conflict, yet they can have profound 
effects on who becomes the president of the most powerful 
nation on earth (Kamarck 2016).

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 primary

Semiclosed 

Allowing 
Independents to vote 
in a party’s primary

Closed 

Only party members may 
vote 

States With Caucuses Rather 
Than Primaries

Controlled by the political 
parties

AL  AR  GA   IL 

IN  MI  MO  MS

MT  SC  TN  TX

VA  VT  WI

Open in the Democratic 
but closed in the 
Republican processes:

ND* 

Open in Republican but 
semiclosed in Democratic: 
MA  NC  OH  RI  WV

Open in Republican but 
closed in Democratic: NJ

NH

Semiclosed in 
Democratic but 
closed in Republican: 
CA  OK  SD  UT**

AZ  CT  DE  FL 

LA  MD  NM  NY

OR  PA

Closed Democratic 
primary; closed 
Republican caucus: KY 

Closed Republican 
caucus; closed 
Democratic caucus: ID 
NE

Closed Republican 
primary; open Democratic 
caucus: WA

Open:

MN

Closed:

CO  KS  ME  NV  WY

Semiclosed in Democratic; 
closed in Republican:

AK  HI  IA

* * * * *

Caucus for Republican but not 
Democratic:

ND  KY  UT

Caucus for Democratic but not 
Republican: ID  NE  WA

*North Dakota has an open primary for Democrats and a closed caucus for Republicans.

**Utah has a semiclosed primary for Democrats and closed caucus for Republicans.

Sources: Kamarck (2016); Real Clear Politics (2016).


