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INTRODUCTION 

One. of the many political proverbs attributed to 

"Boss" Tweed exemplifies his astuteness in identifying the 

source of political power: "I don't care who does the elect

ing, so long as I can do the nominating. 111 While this 

confession may be a reflection of Tweed's attitude towards 

his special role in electoral politics, it speaks to us by 

emphasizing the importance of nominations in democratic 

systems like the United States. While Americans have the 

right to elect their own rulers, they are severely limited 

as to the matter of choice. The candidates whose names 

are placed on the ballot represent the alternatives which 

are open to public decision. It is rare when a write-in 

candidate receives substantial support. The process lead

ing up to nomination by one of the major parties is one of 

the realities of electoral politics for most candidates. 

Without the nomination, a potential office-holder must go 

through intricate~ stringent and often insurmountable 

procedures in order to get his name on the ballot. If 

he earns a place on the ballot, a minor candidate most 

likely will be unsuccessful for want of identification 

with either the Democratic or Republican party. During 

the pre-election period of 1976, minor party candidates 

Eugene McCarthy and Roger MacBride, among others, 

i 



· experienced many problems meeting the legal requirements 

for obtaining positions on state ballots. 2 But Gerald 

Ford and Jimmy Carter~·gained ballot positions solely on 

the basis of being the nominees of the Republican and 

Democratic parties. Hence nominations, as well as the 

events leading up to them, should be of special concern 

to those interested in democratic means of selection. 

"When only two political parties have a real chance of 

winning the presidency, every citizen has a legitimate 

stake in the process by which they select their nominees. 113 

Over the past several years, many changes have 

occurred within the nominating procedures of these two 

parties. These changes have not been cosmetic. They have 

become the subject of close scrutiny and source of much 

controversy. The reforms of the Republicans and Democrats 

could conceivably mark a turning point in American electoral 

politics. This paper will look at the presidential nomi

nating system as it now stands, how it has developed up 

to this point, and where it should be going. Preferences 

of the author will become clear in the course of the dis

cussiono Hopefully, this paper will help fill a deficiency 

identified by Senator George McGovern, a prime mover in 

nomination reform, who said of the interest in delegate 

selection, "It was as if the American people, charmed by 

their electoral practices, cared nothing about the mystery 

of nominating a candidate." 4 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE NOMINATING PROCESS 

Every four years, the people of the United States 

select a man to lead them. In 1976, Jimmy Carter emerged 

from a field that numbered as high as fifteen to become 

the nominee of the Democratic party. Gerald Ford with

stood a stiff challenge to become the Republican standard 

bearer. These two men, along with their many opponents, 

underwent a long and strenuous process which culminated in 

the effective limitation of public choice on Election Day 

in November. The exercise of the power of the presidency, 

the role of politicai parties and the continuance of a 

democratic form of government are all conditioned by the 

nominating process. The study of this process can be con

sidered to be of fundamental importance to the study of 

American politics. 

There are large differences in the way Calvin Coolidge, 

Franklin Roosevelt and Richard Nixon utilized the power of 

the Oval Office. 1 This is an indication of the variability 

in the quality of the products of our presidential nomi

nating system. Matthews argues that the nominating system 

does not adequately test the leadership abilities of the 

candidates, but rather concentrates on electoral considera-

t . 2 ions. The choice of the parties themselves is somewhat 

1 
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limited by the perceived requirement of selecting someone 

who can~ .. win the elec..t.i,on, Thus, those who have become major 

party nominees, with only a few exceptions, had one thing 
. 

in common -- they were all professional politicians. Others 

are excluded from the presidential selection process. 3 

Keech and Matthews identify this as a "definition of the 

group of presidential possibilities" which is "more im

portant than the formal and official stages of the nominat

ing process. 114 If we are not satisfied with the quality 

of executive leadership, we can turn to the normative proc

ess of changing presidential selection and make that proc

ess a better indicator of presidential performance. 

The nomination of the presidential and vice-presi

dential candidates is a major function of parties on a 

national level. The process leading up to these nomina

tions provides the major link between the state party 

organizati<0ns and the national party hierarchy. By join

ing together every four years with a common purpose, the 

state parties, which otherwise would be distinct entities, 

form a national organization which exists at all times and 

performs other valuable functions. Providing information, 

educating the public and setting goals for party members 

are just a few. Any change in the system which might upset 

this national organization or render it unnecessary might 

also hamper the performance of these secondary functions. 

When faced with electoral defeat, the parties in the 

past have looked to the nominating system and have made 



( 

J 

changes which hopefully would turn failure into success. 

Three i~stances illustrate this point. After William 

Howard Taft's defeat in 1912 due to the defection of 

Theodore Roosevelt, the Republican party made changes in 

apportioning votes for the national convention which, had 

they been in effect in 1912, would have stripped Taft of 

his major source of convention support. In 1968, the 

Democrats set in motion the machinery which would result 

in the massive reform produced by the McGovern-Fraser 

Commission. Dissatisfaction with delegate selection pro

cedures resulting in the nomination of Hubert Humphrey 

was one of the reasons for the movement. Finally, after 

the debacle of 1972 in which the reform emanating from 1968 

was seen as the reason for producing a candidate who could 

never win, the Democrats moved to reform the reform. Thus, 

party members do not just participate in selecting the 

party's candidates, they also participate in determing the 

rules g :overning that selection. 

The final aspect of the American government system 

which the presidential nominating process touches is the 

very essence of that system -- its democratic nature. 

It is clear that the United States is not a pure democracy 

and the entire nominating process is just one of the many 

ways a direct democratic choice is removed from the people. 

On the basis of the constitutional requirements, millions 

of people qualify for the Oval Office. The nominating 

process is able to narrow this field down legitimately to 
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two nominees. Of course, each person is not considered 

during -the process, .b-ut it does consider all of the lead

ing contenders and make a final selection among them . 
.. 

This does not mean that we should be content with any 

method which performs this function. On the contrary, 

the American people have a real stake in whom the major 

parties nominate. "It is the essence of republican gov-

ernment," Robert La Follette once pointed out, "that the 

citizen should act for himself directly whenever possible. 

In the exercise of no other right is this so important as 

in the nomination of candidates for office." 5 The design 

of the system can be shaped to make it more or less 

democratic, more or less equitable and more or less ef

ficient. Any change which results in a change of these 

values should be examined and the advantages and disadvan

tages of the change should be weighed against these other 

important factors. Thus, the presidential nominating 

process directly effects the degree which democratic prin

ciples are or are not present in the electoral system. 

Any subsequent changes to the system could have a 

direct relationship with who gets the nomination, who gets 

to nominate, who is elected, and what that person can and 

cannot do once in office. 6 The following examination of 

the nominating process with its emphasis on the reforms of 

that process is an appropriate one in that it deals with 

an area which is all-encompassing. It deals with the heart 

of any political system -- the selection of a national 
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leader -- as well as secondary factors such as the power 

of the Jeader, the r.o.1-e of political parties and the scope 

of democracy. 



...... , ,. 

II 

THE ORIGINS OF NATIONAL CONVENTIONS 

American political parties have selected national 

conventions as the means they will use to nominate their 

candidates for President and Vice President. The con

ventions which take place today are much different than 

the first party conclaves which were held in the early 

18JO's. Bain and Parris describe one of the earliest 

national conventions in terms which would sound strange 

to any convention delegate of today: 

With little formal planning, the four-day National 
Republican gathering began with 1JQ delegates and 
continued with others who straggled in. Each state 
judged its own credentials. The convention nominated 
Clay as the candidate of those who opposed Jackson, 
selected Pennsylvanian John Sergeant as Clay's run
ning mate, appointed a committee to draft an "address 
to the people" on the issues, and adjourne~. (Italics 
mine.)1 

It is from gatherings such as this that the national 

conventions of today have evolved. While great changes 

have been made in matters such as number of delegates, 

prior planning and added functions of the convention, 

these early meetings have left their mark on the modern 

nominating conventions. Thus it would be helpful to take 

a brief look at the history of the national convention, 

noting the major changes in organization and procedures 

6 
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which have taken place. In addition, the reasons for 
.,~ .... :\' 

selecting candidates at national conventions rather than 

by other methods will be examined to see i~ they still 

apply today. 

Prior to the 18JO's, the presidential candidates 

were selected in several ways. Washington was not nomina

ted in the sense that we think of political nominations. 

Rather, he was the natural choice of the members of the 

first Electoral College when they met to perform their 

duties as prescribed in the new constitution. It was not 

until Washington refused to serve for a third term that 

the necessity of designating nominees arose. By that time, 

visible party lines had begun to appear. At first, candi

dates were nominated by Congressional caucuses of the 

respective parties. By 1808, Federalist strength in 

Congress had dwindled to such a point that a caucus would 

be meaningless. Instead, Federalist leaders secretly met 

in New York in what could be seen as the forerunner of 

national conventions. By 1824, another nominating prac

tice appeared. Candidates for the presidency were to be 

nominated by the legislatures of various states. At this 

time, there was also the appearance of state conventions 

which nominated candidates. 

There were several difficulties with these early 

methods of nomination which would be answered by the 

national convention. First, nomination by Congressional 
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caucus did not provide repre s entation for those areas 

which were not represented by Congressmen of the respective 

party; Likewise, early caucuses did not fully allow for 
-

differences of opinion within each party. A third short

coming of the early methods was that they resulted in a 

proliferation of candidates, especially when state legis

latures and conventions n ominated their own choices. Thus 

the Election of 1824 involved five major candidates: William 

Crawford, the nominee of the Republican Congressional 

caucus, as well as John Quincy Adams, John Calhoun, Henry 

Clay and Andrew Jackson -- all of whom had been nominated 

by separate states. Finally, the greatest failure of 

these earlier methods was that they did not provide a 

national scope to the selection of candidates for a national 

office who would represent political parties which had 

grown to a national scale. The party which could unite 

the disparate state and local groups into a national ef

fort would have an advantage in the election. 

The first party to conduct an open national con

vention was not one of the two major parties of . the time. 

Rather, it was the Antimason party which held a conven

tion in Baltimore during September of 18J1. The reason 

that this small, sectional party held a national meeting 

was that it saw an opportunity to survive and expand. 

The decision to hold a national meeting for the 
purpose of selecting a candidate was undoubtedly 
dictated by need. The young party was frankly 
sectional and had so little representation in 
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Congress that it could not have nominated by con
gressional caucus had it desired to do so. Nomination 
by ·state legislature was possible, but would not have 
focused national attention upon the candidate. Further, 
since various groups among the party members were by 
no means in agreement as to who the candidate should 
be, a forum was needed where candidacies could be dis
cussed and a decision reached. This same.forum could 
be used to facilitate a national organization and to 
project a national party image.2 

Unfortunately for the Antimasons, even the first national 

nominating convention was not enough to keep them alive. 

The National Republican party took note of the 

device employed by the Antimasons and called their own 

convention, ostensibly to give national backing to Henry 

Clay. However, the National Republicans would also go the 

wa, of the Antimasons after the election. For Andrew 

Jackson's Democratic party, the situation was a little 

different. The President had already been renominated 

by several state legislatures and only needed a running 

mate to complete his ticket. Jackson's own choice was 

Martin Van Buren; but Jackson could not depend on the 

usual system to fill his wish. If nominations for Vice 

President were left to the various states, there was a 

distinct possiblity that several candidates would be nom

inated. Jackson thus arranged for a national convention 

which he could control in order to create an opportunity 

for party leaders in all states to commit themselves to 

his candidate.3 

Although the nominations of the Democratic Convention 

were a foregone conclusion, this particular convention is 
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important because it established several precedents 

which ruled DemocraifrC' conventions for many years. Rules 

adopted at this convention and recognized by further con

ventions provided for apportionment of the delegate votes 

on the basis of state strength in the Electoral College, 

the announcement of votes by state delegations rather than 

by individual delegates, and the requirement that a candi

date must receive two-thirds of the convention votes in 

d t . th . . t· 4 or er o receive e nomina ion. 

By mid-century, national conventions had become the 

method of nomination for all of the major party candidates. 

The idea of political parties as national organizations 

was fully established. The convention system had been 

tested and it had passed. All of the states were usually 

represented at these conventions and all factions of the 

party were given adequate opportunities to express them

selves.5 State legislatures no longer inflated the pool 

of nominees. Most importantly, the nominees finally re

ceived the backing of national organizations formed for 

the purpose of promoting their candidacies. 
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III 

CONVENTION REFORM BEFORE 1968 

Over the years there have been several changes within 

the nominating convention system. The most ostensible 

changes would be those dealing with the growth of the 

convention into an unmanageable number of delegates, the 

infusion of the media, the development of advanced politi

cal techniques and the necessity for elaborate planning 

prior to each convention. While these changes have played 

some part in shaping the environment of the convention and 

thus in determining the nominee, _ there have been more im

portant modifications in procedural areas which have al

tered the course of nominations. Most of these changes 

were instituted in the guise of reform. More often than 

not, however, these changes were political in nature in 

that they were used either to correct a weakness in the 

system or to improve the relative position of one faction 

of the party. 

In their convention of 1840, the Democrats drew 

up the first platform, consisting of a statement of party 

purpose and nine resolutions addressing vital issues of 

the day. Prior to this time, some conventions had simply 

appointed committees to compose an "Address to the Ameri

can People" - after the convention had adjourned. With the 

11 
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advent of platform deliberations before the nominees were 

chosen,--the parties•instituted open partisan discussion as 

an important part of the convention. Different platform 

proposals could become identified with specific candidates 

and the votes on these issues could be seen as an indica

tion of that candidate's strength. While most of the 

early platforms were noncontroversial documents, there was 

the possibility of open hostility among delegates over 

particular planks. Several conventions have been marked 

by division over important issues, indicating the role 

platforms can play in the convention. 

Another important development occurred in the Whig 

convention prior to the election of 1840. A rule passed 

by the delegates said in part, "That the vote of a majority 

of each delegation shall be reported as the vote of that 

state; and each state represented here shall vote its full 

electoral vote by such delegation in the committee. 111 

This of course is a description of the unit rule. While 

both of the Democratic conventions prior to 1840 had al

lowed a delegation to follow the unit rule if it were so 

instructed, this was the first, and only, convention to 

impose the unit rule upon all delegations. However, the 

unit rule was to be a point of contention in many Demo

cratic conventions of the future. The attacks upon it 

usually were unsuccessful, especially in those states 

where the state convention had instructed the delegation 

to vote as a unit. The 1860 convention passed a rule 
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which stated, "That in any State which has not provided 

or dire~ted by its s-ta~e Convention how its vote may be 

given, the Convention will recognize the right of each 

Delegate to cast his individual vote." 2 In 1912, presi

dential primaries came into practice in some states and 

thus a new question arose as to whether elected delegates 

could be held to the unit rule. The Democratic convention 

of that year responded with this ruling: 

The Chair shall recognize and enforce a unit rule 
enacted by a State convention, except in such States 
as have by mandatory statute provided for the nomina
tion and election of delegates and alternates to na
tional political conventions in Congressional districts, 
and have not subjected delegates so selected to the 
authority of the State committee or convention of the 
party, in which case no such rule shall be held to 
apply.3 

After 1912, there were several attempts to revoke the unit 

rule but none of them were successful until the 1968 con

vention in which a motion was passed to outlaw the unit 

rule for the 1972 convention. 

In Republican conventions, all attempts to establish 

the unit rule have been rejected. In 1876, the chairman 

of the convention ruled that ''it is the right of any and 

every member equally, to vote his sentiments in this con

vention.114 And in 1880, the convention rules were drafted 

so as to reject the unit rule and establish the right of 

any delegate to call for the polling of his state delega

tion. This rule has remained virtually unchanged. How

ever, there have been instances of delegations voting to 

adhere to the unit rule. But as David and his associates 
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report, "These instances do not have the sanction of the 

nationa~ convention·attd can be voided whenever any minor

ity delegate sees fit to avail himself of his rights under 

the national party rules. 115 Thus presently neither the 

Republicans nor the Democrats recognize the unit rule as 

a legitimate method for a delegation to use when casting 

its convention votes. A practice which was once viewed 

as a method of promoting party unity and recognizing 

states' rights is now identified as a totally undemocratic 

and unacceptable practice. 

The next step in the development of the convention 

system came in 1905 when the Wisconsin legislature, under 

the prodding of Governor Robert La Follette, passed a 

law requiring the direct election of convention delegates. 

Prior to this, all delegates had been selected by state 

party leaders or state conventions. By the time of the 

1908 conventions, California and Ohio had passed legisla

tion allowing, but not requiring, the state parties to 

set up primaries for the election of convention delegates. 

In 1910, Oregon voters accepted an initiative proposal 

which established the first two-stage primary. Voters 

would not only elect the convention delegates but they 

would also cast a separate advisory ballot, the results of 

which would indicate to the elected delegates the pref

erences of the state's voters. And by 1912, a quarter of 

the states had enacted some type of presidential primary 

legislation. 6 The appearance of these presidential 
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primaries can be seen· as a logical outgrowth of the direct 

primar1es for local-and state offices. These attempts to 

allow direct participation on the part of all citizens 

represented a branching out from local to national con

cerns. As Aylsworth put it, ''It makes the loosening of 

the bonds of excess-control by national over state party 

organizations, and constitutes a long stride toward mak

ing national party machinery and nominations subject to 

legal regulation and more truly representative of the will 

of the rank and file of the party. 117 Thus the reformers 

were striking out at the control exercised by party bosses 

and the resulting corruption in the nomination of candi

dates. 

Another significant change in the convention system 

occurred in the aftermath of the 1912 Republican conclave. 

During that convention, Theodore Roosevelt received a 

great majority of the support from delegates elected in 

the primaries. · However, he was overwhelmed by Taft's 

control of the non~primary states, especially those in 

the South which had not voted for the party in years. 

Taft's victory in the convention angered Roosevelt to the 

point that he split from the party and ran as an indepen

dent. This made it easy for Woodrow Wilson to become the 

first Democratic president in sixteen years. By the time 

of the 1916 convention, the Republicans were ready to mend 

their ways. Thus reform was born as a result of electoral 

defeat. The particular change instituted in the call for 
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the convention dealt with the apportionment of the con

vention#votes. No }onger would apportionment be based on 

a certain number of at-large delegates for each state as 

well as a certain number from each congressional district. 

Now each state would receive four delegates at-large; two 

additional at-large delegates for each representative in 

Congress; one delegate from each congressional district; 

and an additional delegate from each district which cast 

more than 7,500 votes for the Republican nominee in either 

the Congressional election of 1914 or the Presidential 

election of 1908. 8 The effect of this reform was stag

gering. Overall, there were ninety-one fewer delegate 

votes in the 1916 convention than in the 1912 meeting. 

While most of the northern and western states retained the 

same strength as before, the southern states lost seventy

eight votes -- more than one-third of their strength in 

1912. This system of apportionment was based on what 

has become known as the "bonus" vote which rewards indi-

cations of party strength. 

The Democrats did not implement bonus votes until 

1944 and then only as part of an agreement which had been 

struck in 1936. The report of the Rules Committee in that 

convention contained a clause which read: 

That all questions, including the question of nomina
tions of candidates for President of the United States 
and Vice President of the United States, shall be 
determined by a majority vote of the delegates to the 
convention, and the rule heretofore existing in Demo
cratic conventions requiring a two-thirds vote in 
such cases is hereby specifically abrogated.9 
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The report of the Rules Committee passed by a voice vote 
... ~ -.. ',. 

only after two further resolutions were added. These said: 

That the Democratic National Committee is hereby 
instructed to formulate and to recommend to the next 
National Convention a plan for improving _the system by 
which delegates and alternates to Democratic National 
Conventions are apportioned. 

And be it Further Resolved That in formulating 
this plan, the National Committee shall take into 
account the Democratic strength within each State, 
District of Columbia6 and Territory, etc., in making 
said apportionment.1 

The nature of this quid pro quo arrangement centered around 

the voting strength of the southern states. Under the two

thirds rule, which had survived from the first Democratic 

convention in 1832, the South could effectively block the 

nomination of any candidate. Thus power was taken from 

these states when the rule was dropped. In exchange, the 

southern states were to receive more delegate strength on 

the basis of the bonus vote plan which had been developed 

by the Republicans -- ironically to take voting strength 

away from these same states. 

The bonus vote system of apportionment has developed 

since its first applications. The system revolves around 

the reward of party support in the form of additional 

convention votes, but there have been different approaches 

to the determination of party support. Systems have been 

used which reward a state for 1)giving its electoral votes 

to the party's candidate in the preceding election (Demo

crats, 1944); or 2)electing a candidate from the party in 

either a congressional or senatorial race (Republicans, 
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1944); or J)giving a set amount of votes to the party's 

candida~e in congressiDnal races (Republicans, 1924); or 

4)electing the party's candidate for governor (Democrats, 

1956).
11 

With all of these methods, it is possible to set 
. 

requirements for bonus votes so low or so broad that they 

become relatively meaningless. In addition, the Democrats 

adopted a rule in 1960 which said that no state could be 

given less votes that it had had at the previous conven

tion. Thus states were rewarded not only for successes 

of the previous four years, but also for those eight years 

in the past. 

It was the repeal of the two-thirds rule which was 

the most significant change of the 1936-1944 period. This 

rule had survived for more than a hundred years and had 

played a major part in several conventions. In 1844, 

Martin Van Buren was denied the nomination after securing 

a majority of the convention votes due to the two-thirds 

requirement. In the 1860 convention, there was a mass 

of defections on the part of delegates until more than a 

third were absent. Thus it was impossible for any candi

date to receive the required number of votes. Stephen 

Douglas, however, was declared the nominee. Champ Clark 

in his battle against Woodrow Wilson in 1912 got a major

ity but failed to get two-thirds of the delegates. The 

rule was also the cause of many convention deadlocks -

most notably, the 10J-ballot marathon of 1924. While 

neither McAdoo nor Smith passed a simple majority, McAdoo 
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did reach a peak which was only twenty votes short of it. 

Had th~~two-thirds iJ1~ not been in effect, some delegates 

might have swung over to McAdoo, giving him the nomination. 

But the two-thirds rule was in effect and there were 

important reasons for it. 

The guiding rationale behind the rule at that first 

convention in. 1832 and at all subsequent ones was that this 

extraordinary majority would produce a candidate that the 

entire party could unite behind. But the rule would be

come an effective sectional tool thereby encouraging its 

own preservation. As ·regional interests developed and the 

Democratic party received a great amount of support from 

the South, these states, voting as a bloc, were able to 

prohibit the nomination of any candidate. Using arguments 

of states' rights and party unity, the proponents of the 

rule were able to continue its use until they ran into 

Franklin Roosevelt who was determined to abolish the rule 

in 1932 but was unable to do so until the 1936 compromise. 

The South would no longer be able to deny the nomination 

to any candidate and the party nominated candidates who 

were liberal on racial, social and economic issues there

after. 

The final series of convention reform prior to 1968 

once again involved the Democrats and was important in 

that it set the stage for the authority which was sub

sequently exercised by the McGovern-Fraser Commission in 

its sweeping reform of the 1972 convention. Prior to 1956, 
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the reform of both parties had centered around such pro-

cedural matters as the apportionment and casting of votes. 

But in 1956, the Democrats opened the door.to an entirely 

new area of reform. In the convention of that year, the 

Democrats adopted a new rule which would become part of 

all subsequent Democratic calls. It stated: 

It is the · understanding that a State Democratic Party, 
in selecting and certifying -delegates to the Democratic 
National Convention, thereby undertakes to assure that 
voters will have the opportunity to cast their election 
ballots for the Presidential and Vice-Presidential 
nominees selected by said Convention, and for electors 
pledged formally and in good conscience to the elec
tion of those Presidential and Vice-Presidential nomi
nees under the Democratic party label and designation. 12 

While this new rule was an attempt to solve the problems 

presented by the defection of the Dixiecrats in 1948, it 

represented a new direction taken by the party. Ranney 

recognizes the importance of the rule when he states that 

it "established _the centralizing principle that henceforth 

the national party agencies will not only decide how many 

votes each state delegation gets at the national conven

tion but will also impose national rules on what kind of 

persons can be selected. 1113 In 1964, the control of the 

national party would be extended one step further. A 

vote taken in that convention authorized the National Com

mittee to include in the call for the 1968 convention a 

section which would address the particular manner of se

lection of the delegates. It was to read: 

It is the understanding that a State Democratic Party, 
in selecting and certifying delegates to the Democratic 
National Convention, thereby undertakes to assure that 
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voters in the State, regardless of race, color, creed 
or national origin, will have the opportunity to par
tic-ipa te fully 1n ,fl arty affairs. . . 14 

These additions to the calls for the conventions could 

become the basis of challenging any delegation. Thus they 

had the force of law since the credentials oo;nmittee of 

any convention, with the vote of the entire convention, 

could deny seats to any or all delegates which it felt 

did not meet these additional requirements. 

These moves of the Democratic party prior to 1968 

signaled the start of a new trend in the convention system 

which would be picked up by the Republicans and expanded 

upon by both parties. This trend represented the further 

. nationalization of the nominating process. While the state : 

still had the right to determine its own method of delegate 

selection, the national party was beginning to set up 

guidelines for selection which the state parties would 

have to observe. Much more was yet to come. 



IV 

A PRELIMINARY ASSESSMENT 

On the eve of the most monumental period of reform 

in its 1J6-year history, the presidential nominating con

vention had established itself as a valuable component of 

party politics. Besides selecting the two nominees of the 

party, the national convention performs many other functions 

which are crucial to the success of the party. Before dis

cussing the major reforms which were to come, it would be 

helpful to examine these functions and to analyze how 

the convention performed overall. 

By the time a convention comes to its end, it is 

important that party unity prevail. Even one of the most 

bitter conventions, that held by the Democrats in 1924, 

was able to decide upon a compromise candidate whom the 

entire party could support. In the course of a conven

tion, there are many opportunities for the party to pro

mote unity. The first comes in the planning of the con

vention. In selecting major officers and speakers for 

the convention, the national committee can present a 

semblance of party unity by placing key personages from 

all factions in these honorary positions. Other oppor

tunities for maintaining unity come at the convention. 

In the drafting of the platform, differing sides are 
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brought together by passing broad statements of general 

agreeme~t. By compr.o-rnising on those planks which are 

controversial, the majority can draw the fringe support-
.. 

ers into the fold. Finally, unity is created through the 

nomination of the candidates. In deadlocked conventions, 

the compromise nominee represents the joining of divergent 

interests in order to achieve a common goal -- victory and 

power for the party. A major source of party unity comes 

in the selection of the vice-presidential nominee. While 

the second man on the ticket is often placed there to 

bring some geographical or ideological balance to the 

ticket, he often is either one of the presidential nomi

nee's former opponents or one who supported an opponent. 

A prime example of such a selection was Lyndon Johnson ' 

in 1960. 

The reason why unity does not naturally exist at 

the convention is obvious. While each of the delegates 

wants victory for the party, each has his own selfish 

ideas as to how victory can be achieved. Conflicting 

pressures work for conflicting purposes. Delegates sup

port platform statements which mirror their own interests. 

They want their candidate to win the nomination so that 

they will reap the political benefits. But in spite of 

these realities, it is important that these selfish in

terests be cast aside so that by the last day of the pro

ceedings, the convention can become a giant campaign 

rally, vocalizing support for the party's nominees. 
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With the institution of the acceptance speech by Franklin 

Roosevelt in 1932, the nominee no longer waits to be in

formed of his selection by some official delegation; rather, 

he now starts his campaign at the convention. With the 

electronic media covering the convention, the significance 

of the acceptance speech increases. It is not only a 

statement to the convention delegates, but also the first 

in a long series of campaign performances before the Amer

ican public. And since first impressions are always im

portant, it is necessary for the candidate and his party 

to project an image of optimism and support. 

Another auxiliary function of the convention centers 

around the platform. Not only is it a basis for agreement 

among party members, but it is also a statement on which 

the electorate can base its decision. A common pe·rcep

tion of platforms is that they are nothing but rhetorical 

statements which do not really tie the nominees down. 

This however is not the case. 1 It is important that 

elected nominees fulfil the majority of platform pledges, 

not because of some moral committment, but to insure fu

ture campaign success. A party with a history of inaction 

or counteraction on platform pledges could hardly face the 

opposition, much less the American public. With the plat

form, campaign pledges are not just identified with a 

candidate who may not be around at the next election. 

Rather, these pledges become associated with the party 

itself. The record of fulfillment of platform statements 
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is surprisingly high. Pomper reports: 

The·*most important' conclusion to be derived from the 
mass of figures is that pledges are indeed redeemed. 
Even if we consider only commitments which are met by 
direct congressional or executive actien, we find that 
slighty over half of the pledges are fulfilled. If 
we relax our standards and include similar actions or 
appropriate inaction, nearly three-fourths of all 
promises are kept. Perhaps most comforting to those 
who believe in party integrity is that only a tenth 
of the promises are completely ignored.2 

Given party fulfillment of its pledges, the platform be

comes important for another reason. It now turns the 

presidential election into an opportunity for indirect 

voter influence upon government policy. 3 Thus, the ex

istence of a party platform agreed upon by the convention 

has developed into an important part of presidential elec

toral politics. 

Just as the functions of the national convention 

have evolved since 1832, methods of selecting the delegates 

to the convention have changed. During the early years 

of the conventions, most of the delegates were chosen either 

by caucuses of the state legislators or by a state conven

tion. By 1968, convention delegates were selected either 

by state conventions, state central committees, local cau

cuses or primaries. It is the development of the latter 

of these four methods which is most important to the nomi

nating process. As was pointed out earli~r, the first at

tempt at increasing the representativeness of the conven

tions through the direct election of delegates occurred in 

Wisconsin. Over the years there have been differences in 
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the n~ber of stat~s~,which would have some type of primary. 

There were three primaries prior to the 1908 conventions. 

By 1916, the number had risen to twenty-two. Between 1936 

and 1948, the number hovered around sixteen~ For the 1956 

conventions there were twenty-one primaries including those 

in Alaska and the District of Columbia. And by 1968, the 

total number had dropped back down to sixteen. Just as the 

number of primaries varied over the years, so had the types: 

advisory, binding, open, closed, etc. But the rationale 

behind all of the primaries remained the same. Each was 

a way to bring the selection of the nominee closer to the 

party members rather than allow party leaders to be the 

sole determiners. However, the existence of caucuses and 

state conventions still left some room for influence from 

these leaders. 

Not only had the method of delegate selection dif

fered somewhat from convention to convention, but each 

meeting became bigger than the previous one. As David and 

his colleagues describe it: 

In its origins, a national convention was intended 
to be a delegate body approximately the size of the 
Senate and House of Representatives when sitting in 
joint session .... (But) the pressure to provide 
convention seats for distinguished party members, 
together with the adoption of patchwork bonus sys
tems, has led to a vast expansion of the conventions.4 

[n 1956, the Democratic convention consisted of 2,477 dele

gates, casting a total of only 1,372 votes. In 1976, the 

number of delegates and alternates participating in the 

Democratic meeting totaled 4,944. With a large number of 
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delegates, it becomes difficult for a convention to con

duct its business e££rciently. Most of these seats rep

resent political rewards and are unnecessary as far as 

selecting a nominee is concerned. However, when preparing . 
for an upcoming campaign, it is important to repay those 

who have been helpful in the past. 

We have now set the scene for 1968 as the Republi

cans prepared to meet in Miami Beach and the Democrats in 

Chicago. The Republicans seemed content with their nomi

nating procedure which was basically the same since the 

institution of bonus votes in 1916. The Democrats however, 

in their attempt to bring the convention up-to-date, were 

still in the midst of a period of reform which stretched 

back to 1936. The focus of the Democratic reform was now 

beginning to change. After the abolition of the two-thirds 

rule and the institution of the bonus vote, the Democrats 

were trying to bring some order to the indeterminate 

methods of delegate selection which were as varied as the 

number of states. Accompanying these developments in the 

convention system were the increase in the number of dele

gates and the intrusion of television coverage which made 

the entire process visible to the public. The picture 

which the parties were presenting to the American people 

was not a favorabllie one. By 1968, the conventions were 

ready for some changes. As things were to turn out, the 

Democrats were going to continue the wave of reform in 

their party .while the Republicans would once again start 

making moves. 
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YEARS OF REFORM: 1968-1972 

The Democratic convention of 1968 will long be 

remembered as the convention marred by protest both 

inside and outside the convention hall. Thus, it would 

seem likely that this convention would plant the seed for 

the most extensive reforms of the nominating process to 

date. It was this convention which passed a minority 

report of the Rules Committee which read in part: 

Be it resolved, that the Call to the 1972 Demo
cratic National Convention shall contain the following 
language: 

It is understood that a state Democratic party, 
in selecting and certifying delegates to the Nation
al Convention, thereby undertakes to assure that 
such delegates have been selected through a process 
in which all Democratic voters have had full and 
timely opportunity to participate. . . . . 

The same convention also passed a resolution of the 

Credentials Committee which called for the establish

ment of a committee to reform and improve the delegate 

selection process governing future conventions. Perhaps 

it could · only be a convention like the one in Chicago 

which would be able to produce such resolutions. The 

delegates had other things on their minds and they really 

did not know what they were doing. As Theodore White so 

vividly describes it: 
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Delegates were listening by portable television or 
radio to stories of violence in the city outside; 
pol-i ticians were ··d.-arting through the aisles trying 
to stop or further the candidacy of Teddy Kennedy; 
and all were girding for the battle over resolutions 
on the Vietnam war. The words of the majority and 
minority reports of the Rules Committee floated al
most unheard above the noise as the sound system 
squawked incomprehensively through the fog, the 
smoke, the din. Had anyone cared to listen, he would 
have noted that the minority report, which favored 
the abolition of the unit-rule system of voting, did 
not simply urge or recommend a change; its language 
was stark ·. It "required" that the next convention 
conform to the stipulations laid down for ref'orm. But 
few delegates were listening. 2 

Thus reform was born out of chaos and the Democratic ~arty 

would never be the same again. 

The malfunctions of the delegate selection process 

were not new to the party. It was just that they were 

so evident during the pre-convention period of 1968. 

Supporters of Eugene McCarthy were continually frustrated 

in their efforts to break into the party machinery and win 

delegate positions for their candidate. The unit rule 

had only been one of the tools of the party regulars. 

Secret meetings, proxy voting and appointment of delegates 

were some of the others. It was finally clear to all 

those who cared to look that the Democratic party was not 

living up to its name. The victory of the minority forces 

at the convention was the first one of their long and 

grueling fight. They were not about to give up now. And 

after the defeat of Humphrey in the election, the party 

leaders were ready to make a change. If the Democrats 

were to regain power, they thought, they would have to 
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begin now to revise its practices and branch out, seeking 

new constituencies antl recapturing old ones. 

Two commissions were established by the 1968 con

vention. The first group, the Commission on Rules, would 

apportion delegates and review procedures for the next 

convention. It was to be headed by Representative James 

O'Hara of Michigan. The second, more important commission 

was the Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selec7 

tion and was placed in the hands of Senator George McGovern 

of South Dakota. It would be up to the McGovern Commis

sion to carry out the "mandate for · reform" established by 

the 1968 convention. 

The McGovern Commission would not have to start from 

scratch. Prior to the 1968 convention, the Democratic 

National Committee had created the Commission on the Demo

cratic Selection of Presidential Nominees, headed by Sena

tor Harold Hughes. In its final report, which was accepted 

by the convention, the Hughes Commission concluded, "State 

systems for selecting delegates to the National Convention 

and the procedures of the Convention itself, display con

siderably less fidelity to basic democratic principles 

than a nation which claims to govern itself can safely 

tolerate."3 In order to combat this situation, the Com

mission made recommendations to promote the following 

conditions: 1)that there be meaningful access to all local 

meetings and caucuses leading _up to the convention; 2)that 

it be clear to participants what was going on at all levels 
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of the delegate selection process, especially to voters 

who ele-ct party offfc·:1als who act as ex officio delegates 

to the convention; J)that delegates be selected within a 

reasonable time period not too far in advance of the con

vention; 4)that there be fair apportionment of votes with

in the separate states; and 5)that there be some represen

tation of minority preferences at all stages of the nomi

nating process. These recommendations were based on a 

close examination of procedures within each state and were 

aimed at attacking several perceived problem areas. 

The McGovern Commission made a similar study and 

found similar deficiencies in the state systems. After a 

series of public hearings throughout the country and an 

intensive research effort by the staff, the Commission 

reported that we had in this country "a varied nominating 

process in which no two states choose their delegates in 

4 exactly the same way." Yet, the Commission identified 

a set of problems which were not unique to any one selec

tion system: procedural irregularities, discrimination 

and structural inadequacies. 

In the category of procedural irregularities, the 

report identified six distinct deficiencies. The first 

was the observance of the unit rule at some level in at 

least fifteen states. By imposing the unit rule on a par

ty meeting, the party effectively required elected dele

gates to vote against their wishes and stripped the minority 

of any powe~ whatsoever. The Commission also found fault 
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with the recognition of proxy votes at state party meetings. 

Proxy v·6ting led to ·m:ahy abuses prior to the 1968 conven

tion. The report mentions an occasion where a party of

ficial in Missouri cast 492 votes -- more than three times 

the total number present at the meeting. Needless to say, 

his candidate, who had been in the minority, won the elec

tion. A thir~ irregularity was identified as a lack of 

public notice concerning the nominating process itself. 

The Commission found that in many states occurrences such 

as secret meetings were quite common. In addition, the 

Commission found fault with the practice of electing state 

party officials without "adequate notice to the voter that 

one of the responsibilities of the committee would be the 

appointment of delegates to the National Convention." The 

fourth procedural irregularity concerned the process of 

slatemaking. The Commission identified three problems in 

this area: that the official slate 1) was made in a manner 

in which participation was not open to all; 2) was given 

preferential status on the ballot; or J)was effectively 

protected from challenges by rules or tradition. Another 

complaint of the report dealt with the requirements for 

quorums at party meetings. The Commission found that in 

several instances, "committees are permitted to reach 

decisions affecting procedures related to the nominating 

process or the actual appointment of delegates with a small 

number of eligible representatives present." The final 

procedural ~rregularity which the Commission found was 
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the lack of sufficient provisions for selection of alter-
.. , - • · '' 

nates, who sometimes became voting delegates. 

In the area of discrimination in past nominating 

processes, the Commission targeted three grouys as being 

"significantly lacking in representation." Blacks, the 

Commission found, accounted for only 5.5 percent of the 

1968 convention while comprising 11 percent of the total 

population. Thirteen state and three territorial delega

tions had no black members. Another group which had been 

discriminated against according to the report was the 

youth of the country. The Commission noted the increased 

participation of those under thirty during the 1968 nomi

nating process, but was dismayed that only 4 percent of 

the convention delegates came from this group. Finally, 

a group which comprises over half of the voting-age popu

lation -- women -- supplied only 13 percent of the voting 

delegates. The Commission called for more representation 

for each of these three groups. 

The final area for improvement covered "practices 

which, though seldom intentionally discriminatory, had the 

effect of limiting access to the delegate selection process." 

The Commission found five such practices. The main prob

lem was untimely delegate selection. In its research, the 

Commission determined that JS percent of the delegates to 

the 1968 convention were selected before the beginning of 

the calend~r year. "By the time the issues and candidates 

that characterized the politics of 1968 had clearly emerged," 
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the Commission concluded, "it was impossible for rank-and

file Democrats to infiuence the selection of these dele

gates." The second structural inadequacy involved the 

costs, fees and assessments imposed upon potential partic

ipants in the delegate selection process. Thus many 

groups could be excluded from the process right from the 

start. The Commission was also disturbed with the appoint

ment of ex officio delegates to party meetings as well as 

the national convention. The problem with such delegates 

was that they were not subject to popular appraisal 

vis-i-vis presidential preference. A fourth matter of 

concern to the Commission was the appointment of entire 

delegations, or parts thereof, by state party officials. 

The report found fault with this practice because voters 

usually were not aware when voting for such officials that 

they would hold this power. The final complaint of the 

Commission was the absence of fair representation of minor

ity opinions. The application of majority rule was seen 

as unfair and divisive. The disparity between presidential 

preferences as indicated by the public and actual represen

tation in the state delegation could not be reconciled by 

the Commission. 5 

These then were the problem areas which the Commis

sion identified and set out to relieve. A comparison of 

these findings with the recommendations of the Hughes 

Commission shows an agreement between the two that signif

icant measures would be needed to bring the nominating 
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process closer to the people. But the McGovern Commission 

had been given the power to do something. It was not going 

to disappoint those ready for change. "But few Democratic 

politicians doubt,'' one Commission member wrote, "that the 

reforms radically altered the party's ways of selecting 

its national convention delegates, ... or that the reforms 

produced a 1972 national convention very different from 

any in history. 116 



VI 

THE GUIDELINES OF THE COMMISSION 

After almost a year of hearings and research, the 

McGovern Commission was ready to issue its report, Mandate 

for Reform. Along with the assessment of the particular 

problems of the delegate selection process, the Commis

sion presented two categories of guidelines. The first 

of these was a list of sixteen specific measures with 

which each state would have to make "all feasible efforts" 

to comply. These were followed by a set of six recommenda

tions which were "urged" upon the state parties. With the 

acceptance of the report without debate by the Democratic 

National Committee in November of 1969, the eighteen guide

lines became binding upon the states and territories. In 

other words, non-compliance would be grounds for refusal 

of seats to a particular delegation at the 1972 convention. 

First, the Commission called for each of the state 

parties to adopt explicit rules governing the selection 

of convention delegates. These rules were to open up the 

entire delegate selection process to all those interested 

in participating, increasing the participation of previ

ously underrepresented groups. A summary of the guide

lines as presented by the Commission can be found in the 

appendix. ~ost of the guidelines cames as direct responses 
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to the problems which the Commission came across during 

the pre-Treport period., For example: "The Commission re

quires State Parties to add to their explicit written rules 
.. 

provisions which forbid the use of proxy voting in all 

procedures involved in the delegate selection process. 111 

The group of six recommendations "urged" upon the state 

parties covered a disparate set of problems which the Com

mission was not quite ready to require the states to deal 

with. Included in this group were proposals to help ease 

the financial burden on delegates and alternates and to 

relieve restrictive registration laws. 

After serving as a member of the Commission, Austin 

Ranney reports, "I can testify with conviction that con

flicting theories of representation were the wellsprings 

both of the commission's greatest internal disagreements 

and of the principal difficulties our guidelines created 

for the Democratic party. 112 The results of the repre

sentation question were the following two guidelines: 

The Commission requires that ... State Parties over
come the effects of past discrimination by affirmative 
steps to encourage minority group participation, in
cluding representation of minority groups on the na- . 
tional convention delegation in reasonable relation
ship to the group•~ presence in the population of the 
State. 

Furthermore, the Commission requires State Parties to 
overcome the effects of past discrimination by affirm
ative steps to encourage representation on the national 
convention delegation of young people -- defined as 
people of not more than thirty nor less than eighteen 
years of age -- and women in reasonable relationship 
to their presence in the population of the State. 
(Italics mine.)J 
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With these two requirements, the Commission seemed to be 

committ-ing itself to•·the imposition of quotas. However, 

the footnote to both of these guidelines states, "It is 

the understanding of the Commission that this is not to 

be accomplished by the mandatory imposition o
4

f quotas. 114 

One member of the Commission summed up the reaction to 

this attempt at compromise by remarking, "They won't buy 

that in Texas."5 

With its guidelines the McGovern Commission had now 

established the requirement of quota representation of 

women, youth and racial minorities. The motivation of the 

Commission in establishing quotas is hard to determine. 

The reasons given by the Commission in its report include 

the fulfillment of resolutions of earlier conventions with 

regards to minority discrimination and dedication to the 

idea of "full and meaningful opportunity to participate" 

for women and youth. In iddition, political gains were 

to be had. "I can't think of anything more attractive or 

a better way to get votes with media politics," one Com

mission member argued, "than to have half of that conven

tion floor made up of women." He continued, "We're talk

ing about winning elections, we've got to provide the sym

bols ... which will activate women ... activate young 

people, which will appeal to them, and this is a tangible 

device for doing just that. 116 One observer however faulted 

the Commission regardless of its motives: 

The idea that a truly representative body should mirror 
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biological characteristics was "in the air" in the 
late '60's, and it seems likely that it was adopted 
by -the McGovern •Commission without much scrutiny of 
its foundations, its implications, its relationship 
to the doctrine of democratic representation, still 
less of its probable consequences.? • 

The plan barely passed the Commission on a 10-9 vote. The 

reaction to the plan was such that by the end of the 1972 

Democratic convention, "quota" would be a dirty word. 

The question of the imposition of quotas is a dif

ficult one and necessarily entails an examination of the 

intricacies of democratic representation. Faced with the 

task of opemihg : up the delegate selection system and 

thereby hopefully increasing representation, the McGovern 

Commission had two related decisions to make. First, the 

Commission would have to determine exactly what was to be 

represented. Next, the means to the end would have to be 

decided upon. With regar~~ to the first question, the Com

mission was faced with a conflict between two opposing 

viewpoints. These can be labeled the proportional demo

graphic position and the preferential proportional position. 

The first calls for representation on the basis of biolog

ical characteristics, while the second supports representa

tion of minority presidential preferences. While there 

were several members of the Commission who favored the sec

ond position, the Commission saw its duty as one of insur

ing the first. However, it may have been nearsighted in 

this decision. The mandates from the 1964 and 1968 con

ventions did not call for insured representation of minor

ity groups; rather, the Commission was actually charged 
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with the responsibility of insuring against any concerted 

effort~'of discrimirtation. To quote from the resolution 

of the 1964 convention which became part of the call for 

1968: 

It is the understanding that a State Democratic Party, 
in selecting and certifying delegates to the Demo
cratic National Convention, thereby undertakes to as
sure that voters in the State, regardless of race, 
color, creed or national origin, will have the op-
portunity to participate fully in Party affairs. 8 

The resolution of the 1968 convention which gave birth to 

the Commission contained similar language. That language 

is not the same as the language of the Commission guide

lines. Thus the Commission went beyond its original man

date when tt established quotas. 

The Commission's second question involved the methods 

of representation. One observor of the Commission's delib

erations brings attention to the group~ inability to dis

tinguish between "representative" and "representativeness." 

Kirkpatrick classifies the latter as a characteristic which 

"concerns the relative distribution, as between two groups, 

one larger, one smaller, of such personal characteristics 

as sex, age, color, foot size and political opinions." 

Meanwhile, "representative" is the "outcome of a process 

that includes the choice of persons to act as representa

tives, their subsequent interactions and decisions, and 

their continuing relation to those they represent. 119 It 

is evident that the McGovern Commission settled on the con

cept of representativeness when it decided on quotas. 
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And, as Austin Ranney would remind us, the Commission did 

not con£ider political, opinions in the form of presidential 

preferences as a personal characteristic to be represented, 
.. 

thus imposing "damage done to the competing principle of 

preferential representation. 111O ... 
By choosing quotas as a 

method of representation, the Commission denied the possi

bility that the views of blacks, women, and youth could 

indeed be expressed by those who did not happen to be black, 

female, or young. Kirkpatrick concludes, "The more ac

curate representation of sex, age or race groups does not 

therefore result in the more accurate representation of 

1 . t· 1 . . '' 11 poi ica opinion. Thus the Commission was mistaken in 

its choice of representativeness as the basis for the 

representation of political viewpoints. 

One main point which is apparent from the beginning 

of its report is the Commission's strong support of the 

national convention as the method for selecting the party's 

nominee. To quote the report: 

The face-to-face confrontation of Democrats of every 
persuasion in a periodic mass meeting is productive 
of healthy debate, important policy decisions (usual
ly in the form of platform planks), reconciliation 
of differences, and realistic preparation for the 
fall presidential campaign.12 

Senator McGovern expressed his support for the convention 

also: 

I believe our nominating system should allow for lead
ership to be tested and would-be Presidential candi
dates to be publicly scrutinized in a variety of cir
cumstances. Our present mixed system, properly conducted, 
is likely to perform these functions and ensure popu
lar participation.13 
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Finally, Austin Ranney, speaking for himself and other 

members-~ of the Commi·s-sion, writes that they "strongly 

preferred a reformed national convention to a national 

presidential primary or a major increase in the number of 

state presidential primaries. 1114 



VII 

REFORM AND THE 1972 DEMOCRATIC CONVENTION 

The laboratory in which the experiments of the 

McGovern-Fraser Commission were to be carried out was the 

Democratic convention of 1972. 1 While the Commission 

hoped for and expected eventual compliance to its guide

lines, the members, along with the Democratic National 

Committee, recognized the short period in which the states 

would have to revamp the rules of their respective parties. 

In fact, ten states were re~uired to adopt a new set of 

party rules. After having completed an "unprecedented 

national invasion of their fthe state parties2 right to 

make their own rules,." the Commission waited for a response. 2 

In January of 1970, Senator McGovern wrote, "We know, of 

course, that the state parties, even with the best of in

tentions, cannot in all cases achieve these objectives by 

1972. We recognize that conditions in some states may 

make such changes impossible. 113 After all, several of the 

changes would have to be made in state legislatures, a 

process which can be very lengthy. 

In spite of these realizations, .some standard needed 

to be drawn up in order to judge prospective delegations 

to the upcoming convention. Therefore, the report con

tained the ~equirement that each state party make "all 

4J 
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feasible efforts" to implement the new guidelines. What 

would be required wa:3 .,-that "the State Party had held hear

ings, introduced bills, worked for their enactment, and 

amended its rules in every necessary way short of exposing 

the Party or its members to legal sanction."l+ Thus the 

Wisconsin delegation, which had been elected in a prohib

ited open primary, could still be seated since the state 

party had tried to change the law. With the requirement 

of "all feasible efforts" presented to them, each of the 

state and territorial parties established reform commis

sions within the states. These state commissions not only 

worked for compliance to the McGovern-Fraser guidelines, 

but also made significant changes in state party struc

ture and rules outside the scope of the requirements. 

The outcome of the states' activity was more than 

any of the Commission officials had expected. By the time 

of the convention, most of the states had complied with 

the guidelines. In Miami there were several minor creden

tials challenges, none of which were initiated by the Cre

dentials Committee itself. However, three significant 

challenges which centered around the reforms did arise. 

The major one of the convention was the Humphrey challenge 

of the California delegation which had been elected in a 

winner-take-all primary that had been approved by the 

Democratic National Committee as being in compliance .with 

the guidelines. After much legal maneuvering prior to the 

convention, the delegation was awarded to McGovern. However, 
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Humphrey brought a challenge before the Credentials Com

mittee,-~which ruled•in his favor. When the move came be

fore the entire convention, the delegates returned the 

delegation to McGovern. The challenge of the South Carolina 

delegation revolved around the question of adequate repre

sentation of women. This challenge was defeated on the 

floor after the McGovern forces provided crucial votes 

against the women. The nature of this vote was not really 

concerned with the representation of women as much as it 

involved intricate political maneuverings leading up to 

the more important California challeng_e. The third sig

nificant challenge concerned the seating of Mayor Richard 

Daley's slate of delegates which had been organized in 

violation of several McGovern-Fraser guidelines. The Cre

dentials Committee voted to unseat the delegation and re

ceived support from the entire convention. While each of 

these challenges involved the new guidelines, the votes 

can not be seen entirely as an indication of support or 

rejection of the guidelines. Rather, they are properly 

viewed as votes slowly leading to the nomination of George 

McGovern. 

There is no question but that the reforms instituted 

by the Democrats changed the composition of the 1972 con

vention. In the targeted areas of blacks, youth and women, 

the proportions of the delegation comprising these groups 

increased dramatically. In the case of black representa

tion, the 15 percent figure, an increase of ten points 
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over the 1968 convention, was greater than the proportion 

of blac-ks in the entire population. One observor noted 

that a total of twenty-eight states sent more racially 

" 
representative delegations in 1968 than they did in 1972. 

In these states, blacks were actu~lly overreiresented.5 

With respect to the case of women, who make up 51 percent 

of the population, 40 percent of the delegates in 1972 

were females as compared to 1J percent in 1968. Finally, 

the representation of those in the 18-JO years age bracket 

moved closer to their actual 27 percent share of the popu

lation. In 1968, youth only made up 4 percent of the con

vention. By 1972, that figure had increased to 21 percent. 

Although the actual representation of these three groups 

was not completely reflected in the 1972 convention, the 

Democrats were successful in their attempt to present 

a more demographically balanced convention. 

In areas other than demographic representation, the 

fears of the anti-quota group of the Commission were realized. 

The degree of political resemblance between the convention 

delegation arid the party as a whole was minimal. Differ-

ent studies have shown various points of divergence. Over 

half of the delegates classified themselves as "liberal" 

or "very liberal" while only a third of all Democrats are 

willing to ascribe these descriptions to themselves. Like

wise, 29 percent of all Democrats call themselves "conser

vative" while only 6.5 percent of the delegates put them

selves in this category. 7 In her study, Kirkpatrick 
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cratic ·delegates and ·Tdentifiers in five policy areas. 

Her figures show that "the difference between the Demo

cratic party's elite £convention delegate§l and mass so 

far exceded the norm that, on a range of issues central 

to the policies of that year, the Democratic elite and 

rank and file were found on opposite sides and the Repub

lican elite held views that were more representative of 

rank and file Democrats than were the views of Democratic 

delegates. 118 More striking figures were reported by 

Ranney in his study: 

Nearly two-thirds of the convention's delegates were 
chosen or bound by presidential primaries but 57 per
cent of its first ballot votes and the nomination 
went to a candidate who won only 27 percent of the 
popular vote cast in the primaries and who had only 
JO percent of the first choice preferences in Gallup's 
last pre-convention poll of Democrats.9 

While it is likely the case that previous conventions had 

not accurately reflected the political characteristics 

of party identifiers, the discrepancies of the 1972 con

vention show the lack of true representation in the con

vention despite the reforms of the McGovern-Fraser Commis

sion. Kirkpatrick writes, "Comparing the Republican and 

Democratic conventions of 1972 demonstrates that an unre

formed convention may be more representative of voters and 

responsive to them than one whose processes are hailed as 

10 a model of democracy." 

As things w~re to turn out during the period of com

pliance, the Commission's guidelines failed to fulfil 
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another objective. Recall that Ranney expressed the 

-, , .. '' 
feeling of the Commission as being opposed to an increase 

in the number of state primaries. Just th~ oppotsite hap

pened. One loophole in the compliance standards was that 

they did not rule out the institution of primaries for 

delegate selection. Thus several states found that it 

would be easy to comply with the new rules without dis

turbing the party structure by adopting a primary law. 

Speaking of the institution of these state primaries, 

Keech and Matthews write, "In 1972 it allowed state Demo

cratic parties to separate the selection of national con

vention delegates from the remainder of party affairs and 

thus escape the organizational and procedural strictures 

of the McGovern-Frase·r Commission." 11 Overall, there . were 

twenty-three state primaries in 1972, accounting for al

most two-thirds of the delegates. The reason for such a 

large percentage was that eleven of the twelve largest 

delegations were selected through primaries. In 1968, 

there had been only sixteen primaries, electing only a 

little over forty percent of the convention delegates. 

Thus, as far as holding down the number of state primaries 

is concerned, the Commission completely missed the ma~k. 

The reforms of the McGovern-Fraser Commission clear

ly left its mark upon the Democratic party. After the 

debacle of the 1972 election, it was evident that further 

changes would have to be made. The candidate of the "re

formed" convention had made a poorer showing than the 
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or another candidate •·made a better showing in N o.vember, 

the reforms of the Commission might had survived intact. 

But this was not to be. In the world of nominating poli

tics, it is electoral success which makes the final judg

ment. McGovern's massive defeat constituted a rejection 

of the reforms which bore his name. However, there are 

several aspects of the reforms which have remained in ef

fect. Probably the most important point which needs to 

be made is that the reforms represented a direct involve

ment of the national party organization in the selection 

of convention delegates. Prior to the McGovern-Fraser re

forms, the national party had expressed only minimal inter

est in the process each state used in determining the mem

bers of its delegation. After 1972, it is doubtful if 

the national party will ever fail to provide specific guide- _ 

lines for delegate selection. Another important contribu

tion of the reforms concerns the opening up of the process. 

There is no question but that the Commission unlocked the 

door to involvement in the nominating process. Having 

been given a direct taste of participation, local partic

ipants will be slow in relinquishing the power conferred 

upon them by McGovern-Fraser. Likewise, the type of par

ticipant was changed by the reforms. No longer will sea

soned political veterans dominate the nominating system. 

The number of first-time and issue-oriented participants 

increased dramatically between 1968 and 1972. 12 Most of 
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these "amateurs" were younger participants who were un

willin~to compromise~~ver their issue positions. The 

Democrats' first taste of this type of delegate came in 

1968 with the McCarthy supporters. Now, the Commission 

has made it easier for such a participant to establish 

a position in the process. Finally, the work of the 

McGovern-Fraser Commission indicated the Democrats' will

ingness to deal with identified problems and to change 

in those areas where change is necessary. Thus, the re

forms of the McGovern-Fraser Commission, although they 

are no longer followed as a whole, represent a turning 

point in the history of the Democratic party. 
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THE AFTERMATH OF 1972 

The members of the McGovern-Fraser Commission were 

never sure that their proposals would work for the Demo

cratic party. One of the major reasons for their appre

hension is that "no political scientist or party leader or 

political journalist enjoys more than a limited and imper

fect ability to forecast the consequences of adopting par

ticular reform proposals. 111 It is doubtful that the Com

mission's proposals would have been completely implemented 

had the party envisioned the massive defeat of 1972. Once 

the shock of November had worn off, the Democrats were 

hard at work revamping the results of the Commission on 

Party Structure and Delegate Selection. Taking over the 

work of reform would be the new Commission on Delegate 

Selection and Party Structure. (The reason for the change 

in order is unknown.) Selected to chair this group was 

Councilwoman Barbara A. Mikulski who now represents the 

city of Baltimore in Congress. In addition to the work 

of the Mikulski Commission, there was also to be a mini

convention of the party in December of 1974 whose main 

task it would be to draw up a new charter for the party. 

Sections of the new charter would deal with participation 

in party affairs and selection of convention delegates. 

51 
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Thus it would embody the remaining reforms of the McGovern

Fraser -€ommission as ··vtell as the work of the Mikulski Com

mission. 

There were three main areas in which the Mikulski 

group needed to concentrates 1)quotas, 2)minority partici

pation and J)representation of minority candidates at all 

levels of the delegate selection process. This last prob

lem needed to be dealt with since the Commission had been 

instructed by the 1972 convention to do something about 

the matter. In addition, the Commission would also deal 

with two minor items -- slatemaking and ex officio dele

gates. The work of the Mikulski Commission began in the 

Fall of 1973 and its recommendations were accepted by the 

Democratic National Committee on March 1, 1974. 

The question of quotas before the Mikulski Commis

sion was not one of whether they should be .kept. Saddled 

with the blame for the troubles of 1972, quotas were sum

marily rejected by the Commission as an effective course 

of action. The discussion turned to deciding what would 

replace quotas as the policy of the party towards minority 

participation. As the party associated with representa

tion of minorities and ethnics, the Democrats could not 

deny these groups a proper role in party affairs. In the 

words of the Commission, it was necessary to encourage 

minorites, women and youth to participate "as indicated 

by their presence in the Democratic electorate." 2 The 

solution which was decided upon instructed that "in all 
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party affairs, the national and state parties must have 

an affi~mative action .,program that will encourage full 

participation of all Democrats with particular concern 

for minority groups, Native Americans, wom~n and youth."3 
. 

The matter of quotas was not left to a footnote which few 

people would read as it had been with the McGovern-Fraser 

guidelines. Rather, Article 10, Section 5 of the new 

party charter was to read: 

·The goal Lor minority participatio,ri7 shall not be ac
complished either directly or indirectly by the na
tional or state Democratic Parties' imposition of 
mandatory quotas at any level of the delegate selection 
process or ill any other party affairs, as defined in 
the by-laws. · 

Thus quotas were replaced by affirmative action. However, 

it was rather nebulous what affirmative action was requ~red 

of the state parties. Obviously, efforts were to be made 

in encouraging participation of the targeted groups; it 

was not so obvious what shape these efforts should take. 

Each state was to submit its affirmative action plans to 

a compliance commission by March 15, 1975 and to imple

ment the plans, as approved, by July 15, 1975. The major

ity of the plans involved measures to provide adequate 

publicity for party meetings, campaigns to increase voter 

registration and special efforts to recruit members of 

minority groups into activities of the party. 5 It is 

important to note that there was not the stated goal of 

representation of these minority groups on the national 

convention delegation as there had been in the guidelines 

of the McGovern-Fraser Commission. Clearly, the Mikulski 
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Commission was backing away from actual representation of 

blacks;·- youth and women. 

Meanwhile, there was a shift towards fuller repre

sentation of minority presidential candidates. Previously, 

there had been no provision for proportional representation 

of these interests. Delegates were selected in such a 

way that in many cases, candidates with less than 50 per

cent support at a particular level of the process could 

be effectively denied representation on the next level. 

This type of a~rangement where the representation of minor

ities is not continu~d throughout the process could result 

in a convention where the final majority of delegates will 

represent only a minority of the party members through-

6 out the country. To cope with this problem, the Mikulski 

Commission recommended that there be a fair reflection of 

candidate preferences at all levels of the delegate selec

tion process by providing for representation on each high

er level to all candidates who receive at least 10 percent 

support on the level below it. The final figure was 

ultimately 15 percent. Thus candidates who received 15 

percent of the primary vote would have to be represented 

on the state delegation. In non-primary states, each can

didate would have to receive the support of at least 15 

percent of the participants in local caucuses in order 

to be represented at district conventions. This require

ment would continue through the final meeting where the 

state's national delegation would be determined. With 
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this new guideline, the Mikulski Commission guaranteed 

that there would be·g~eater representation, not of minor

ity characteristics, but of minority presidential prefer

ences. The forces which had failed to sway the delibera

tions of the McGovern-Fraser Commission were finally suc

cessful with the Mikulski Commission. 

There were two other significant changes which the 

Commission made in the delegate selection process. Per

haps in response to the unseating of Mayor Daley at the 

1972 convention on a charge of private slatemaking, the 

Commission recommended that private meetings could indeed 

form a slate in those states which require slates on the 

ballot. However, the prohibition against the designation 

of any slate as the ''official slate" still remained in 

force. Finally, the Commission ruled that state party 

organizations could select up to 25 percent of the at

large delegates allocated to its state. However, in the 

spirit of its earlier action, the Commission stipulated 

that these selections must "reflect the decision of pref

erence of the publicly selected delegates. 117 

An evaluation of the work of the Mikulski Commis

sion shows that it was not as earth-shaking as that of 

its predecessor. Indeed, it did not need to be. Much 

of the basic reform of the earlier commission remained 

in force, providing stability and fairness to a system 

which had been lacking both. Where there had been no rules, 

McGovern-Fraser guidelines instituted them. Where there 
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had been secrecy and chicanery, McGovern-Fraser guidelines 

opened .,0.oors. The r.o.Le of the Mikulski Commission was 

primarily one of turning the Democrats away from those · 

guidelines of the previous commission which had caused 

the party the most problems and t o emphasize ~epresenta

tion of interests rather than representation of biologi

cal characteristics. 

The meeting of the Democrats at Kansas City in 

December of 1974 was the first party . conference held other 

than to nominate presidential and vice-presidential candi

dates. The goal of this meeting, which was called a mid

term conference on policy and organization, was to rededi

cate the party to those principles and ideals it had al

ways supported and to draw up a national charter. Among 

other things, the charter addressed the matter of nominat

irig conventions. Section 4 of Article 2 expresses the 

general position of the Democrats concerning delegate 

selections 

The national convention shall be composed of delegates 
who are chosen through processes which (I) assure all 
Democratic voters full, timely and equal opportunity 
to participate and include affirmative action programs 
toward that end, (II) assure that delegations fairly 
reflect the division of preferences expressed by those 
who participate on the presidential nominating process, 
(III) exclude the use of the unit rule at any level, 
(IV) do not deny participation for failure to pay a 
cost, fee or poll tax, (V) restrict participation to 
Democrats only and (VI) begin

8
within the calender 

year of the convention ..•. 

Other sections of the Charter, which are listed in the 

appendix, deal with other aspects of delegate selection 
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and nominations in general. The overall tone of these 

sections is to establrsh · further the authority of the 

national party in telling the state parties what procedures 

they may use in the process leading up to the national 

convention. The significance of these sections is that 

they embody a permanent set of requirements which will 

apply to all Democratic conventions 'in the future. Pre

viously, the rules of delegate selection for a convention 

were contained in the call for the convention, a document 

drawn up for that convention alone and binding on no others. 

With the work of the Mikulski Commission and the 

1974 midterm conference, the Democrats settled on the rules 

which would be used during the 1976 nominating process. 

These new rules had to undergo the same test which the 

McGovern-Fraser guidelines had failed so miserably. With 

the success of Jimmy Carter's election to back them up, 

it is doubtful that there will be any significant changes 

in these rules. The McGovern-Fraser guidelines grew out 

of the many problems leading up to and surrounding the 

1968 convention. The necessity of the Mikulski Commission 

was evident after the performance of 1972, With its im

mediate past colored by success, the Democratic party does 

not see a need for further reform at this time. However, 

there is much more which still needs to be done. The nomi

nating process is still deficient in several respects. 

But before discussing future changes, it is time to take 

a brief look at the other side of the picture. 
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THE REPUBLICAN EXPERIENCE 

The history of reform within the Republican party 

certainly has not been as active as it has been for the 

Democrats. Prior to 1968, the last major change was the 

institution of the bonus vote in 1916. However, the need 

for reform was not as great for the Republicans. As Anne 

Armstrong, then co-chairperson of the Republican National 

Committee, put it, "Many of the reforms the Democrats are 

just now getting around to discussing were accomplished 

without fanfare years ago by our own party. 111 Indeed 

the Republicans had accomplished much. The unit rule, 

which was fina~ly abolished on all levels of the Demo

cratic process by the Mikulski Commission, was rarely 

used by Republicans and has never been enforced at their 

national conventions. Republican delegates were never 

allowed to be selected prior to the issuance of the con

vention call, which comes out early in the presidential 

election year. Thus delegate selection had been timely. 

And historically, the Republican national organization 

tended to have more control over a more homogeneous group 

of state parties. It was the lack of oversight and direc

tion, in addition to the heterogeneity of their party 

which led to many of the problems among the Democrats. 

58 
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However, there was one area in which the Republicans had 

not yet~acted prior.t~ 1968 

nation. 

the question of discrimi-

.. 
The Republican convention of 1968 passed a rule for-

bidding barriers to participation in the delegate selection 

process based upon race, religion, color or national origin. 

To insure tnat this new rule would be carried out, the con

vention authorized the formation of a committee composed 

of selected members of the Republican National Committee. 

The Delegates and Organization Committee, or the DO Com

mittee, was formed with~ double purpose. Besides tackling 

the problem presented to it by the convention, the group 

was to make recommendations concerning procedural rule 

changes for the national convention. Thus the DO Commit

tee was a combination of the efforts of the Democratic 

McGovern-Fraser Commission and the O'Hara Commission. 

Unfortunately, there is no published personal account of 

the group's deliberations along the same lines as the work 

of Austin Ranney. Therefore, we must rely solely on the 

recommendations of the DO committee for an explanation of 

its work. 

These recommendations, unlike those of the Democratic 

commissions, were to be voted on hy the national conven

tion rather than the national committee. Thus there 

would not be any change s in the 1972 convention. Any 

reform would not become effective until 1976. The com

mittee made a total of ten recommendations which would be 
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presented to the 1972 convention. Some of these recom

mendations were sim~lar to the minor reforms urged by the 

McGovern-Fraser Commission. In this category were changes 

banning proxy voting, putting an end to required assess

ments of delegates and alternates, instituting the same 

manner of selecting delegates and alternates, and prohibit

ing ex officio delegates. Another recommendation of the 

DO Committee urged state parties to strive to attain equal 

representation of men and women in its convention delega

tion as well as the inclusion of delegates under the age 

of twenty-five. It is important to note that this last 

recommendation constituted only a suggestion to the state 

parties, not a requirement. It was when the Committee 

tried to force particular action upon the states that it 

ran into trouble. In an effort to present the Republican 

party as one representing the interests of all segments 

of the population, the DO Committee urged that the rules 

to the convention be changed so that each state would be 

required to name "one man and one woman, one Delegate un

der the age of 25, and one Delegate who is a member of a 

minority ethnic group" to each of the major convention 

committees.
2 

This attempt to impose "mini-quotas" was not 

appreciated by most segments of the Republican party, 

especially after the Republicans were able to see the 

divisive effects which quotas had wrought on the Democrats 

at their convention. 

When the Republicans finally voted on the 
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recommendations of the Delegates and Organization Commit

tee, tH~ requirement-foncerning the membership of the con

vention committees was defeated. However, most of the 

other recommendations of the committee became embodied 

in the rules of the 1976 convention. As expected, the 

major rule dealing with the issue of discrimination and 

minority participation was much less restrictive than the 

guidelines instituted by the Democrats. One section of 

Rule J2 reads: 

The Republican National Committee and the Republican 
state committee or governing committee of each state 
shall take positive action to achieve the broadest 
possible participation by everyone in party affairs, 
including such participation by women, young people, 
minority and heritage groups and senior citizens in 
the delegate selection process.J 

However, lest anyone get the wrong impression about the 

meaning of this particular rule, the Republicans included 

a section which said, "The provisions of Rule J2 are not 

intended to be the basis of any kind of quota system. 114 

In addition, state Republican parties would not be required 

to submit plans which outlined their efforts to achieve 

the mandate of Rule J2. Therefore, the enforcement of 

the Republican measures was left up in the air. 

Unlike the Democrats, the Republicans were involved 

in a different· type of controversy during their 1972 con

vention. The main question facing the party was the method 

of apportioning the seats for future conventions. The 

fight of 1972 was almost a replay of the 1916 convention 

except for the fact that the respective sides were arguing 
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different positions. In 1916, the liberal and moderate 

faction, of the party ··proposed the bonus vote method of 

apportionment. In 1972, it was the conservative members 
. 

of the party who argued to retain the plan adopted in 

1916. On the opposite side, the liberals and moderates, 

led by the Ripon Society, moved for apportionment based 

primarily on state population. While both sides argued 

in terms of fairness and democracy, it was clear that each 

side believed its proposal to benefit potential candidates 

from its side of the party. Ultimately, the conservative 

forces were victorious. The significance of this particu

lar fight among th~ Republicans is that it indicates the 

importance of apportionment in the nominating process. 

As different population areas become identified with cer

tain ideological stances, the balance of voting power among 

the states becomes crucial to the selection of the party's 

nominee. For example, the "Sunbelt" seems to be the strong

hold of Republican conservatism while more moderate Repub

licans can be found in the more pppulous Northeast. A 

method of apportionment which favors population would def

initely be an advantage to the moderate wing of the party. 

That the Republicans would concentrate on problems 

of apportionment and the Democrats on problems of increased 

participation and representation ,is not surprising. The 

Democratic party historically is identified as the party 

of minorities. Thus it was up to it to make certain that 

these minority groups could play a significant role in 
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the party's functions. It was this type of thinking which 

led the#party to insti~ute demographic characteristics as 

the initial basis of representation. On the other hand, 

the Republican party has never been identified as one 

actively recruiting the support of different segments of 

the population. Instead, it has recently been more inter

ested in pres~nting itself as the representative of a more 

homogeneous, unified group. Thus efforts in that party 

have been directed more at asserting an ideological image 

by strengthening the ties within the party. But perhaps 

a more accurate analysis of the situation would be that 

one which centers around electoral performance. Th~ major

ity of Democratic reform came during those years when the 

Republicans were in the White House. There is nothing 

like electoral defeat to spur a party on to take a close 

look at its procedures and to make changes which hopefully 

will lead to victory. One observor writes, "It may well 

be that the passion for changes in the rules always ac

companies those who believe that their goals will not be 

achieved unless the ground rules are modified. 115 If this 

analysis is correct, then the years to come will see move

ment within the Republican party in the direction of reform, 

while the Democrats sit back and enjoy the fruits of vic

tory. 



X 

WHY THE CONVENTION 

Up to this point, the presidential nominating pro

cess has been examined from the viewpoint of past per

formance and reform. More specifically, I have dealt 

with the history and development of the national nominat

ing conventions. As the culmination of the presidential 

nominating process, these gatherings of party members mark 

the end of "the most elaborate, complex and prolonged 

formal system of nominating candidates for chief executive 

in the world." 1 The process be.gins up to two years before 

the election and involves intricate machinations in fifty

four separate jurisdictions. But the national convention 

is more than just the end of a long process; it represents 

the summit of party power in the United States. "Once as

sembled and organized, the convention is the repository 

of all party power, unencumbered in the exercise of that 

power by past conventions, state laws, court decrees, or 

its own national committee." 2 This powerful, seemingly 

irresponsible body which meets every four years has come 

under attack from many sides recently. Most of the attacks 

upon the convention system conclude with a call for a 

national presidential primary. There has been popular 

support for the national primary concept, with the Gallup 
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Poll indicating approximately a 70 percent approval level 

since 1952. HowevePr'~roposals in Congress have made lit

tle headway. Aspects of the nominating process which cen

ter around the national convention, which are worth pre

serving, and which would not be accommodated by the national 

primary plan provide the main basis of support for nomina

tion by convention. 

Probably the most striking characteristic of the 

convention, along with the state primaries, caucuses and 

conventions leading up to it, is that the entire process 

takes so long. While the first caucuses are held during 

the January of the convention year, candidates start mak

ing moves as much as two years prior to the convention. 3 

George McGovern declared his candidacy for the Democratic 

nomination of 1972 in January of 1971. He must have 

started to think seriously about the presidency six months 

before, and he may have had it on his mind soon after the 

1968 convention. Presidents who are serving their first 

terms begin to think about re-election the first time 

they sit in the Oval Office. Aides to Jimmy Carter speak 

about what the President will do in eight years rather 

than the four of his designated term. Nevertheless, the 

formal process lasts from January to late summer -- some 

seven to eight months. Critics compare the American sys

tem to some parliamentary government such as Great Britain's 

where the time between the declaration of new elections 

and the day of balloting is as little as two months. 
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Perhaps the major advantage to the extended nature 

of the -process is that it allows adequate time for narrow

ing the field of candidates down to a manageable number 

before a final selection needs to be made. In parliamen

tary systems, the choice is usually between two parties 

and their respective leaders who have been chosen prior to 

the election. In the United States, the initial field of 

candidates may total close to twenty. In the 1976 battle 

for the Democratic nomination, Bayh, Shriver, Shapp, Jack

son, Harris and others were eliminated in the early pri

maries and caucuses. While these candidates did not di

rectly endorse any of the leading candidates, there was 

still time for their supporters to work for the others dur

ing the balance of the nominating process. This coalition 

of former opponents in support of the remaining candidates 

represents the first step in the unifying process within 

the party. Hopefully, it will culminate in the total sup

port of the nominee. This tendency towards unity would 

not be present if the nominee were selected in a national 

primary. All of the candidates would be in the race up to 

the last minute and perhaps would be so embittered by a 

close defeat that future support of the winner might not 

be forthcoming. Gerald Pomper explains the reason for 

this absence of unity on the basis of the type of candi

date who would emerge victorious from a national primary. 

He writes, "The task of unifying the parties would be fur

ther complicated by the likelihood that the primary victor 
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erate compromise ch~iee. 114 Pamper seems to be correct in 

his observation that national primary winners would most 

likely be an extreme candidate (or at least perceived as 

such by the rest of the party) and thus undeserving of 

blanket support. A national primary would most likely 

draw a fair number of candidates with one or two at either 

end of the political spectrum and the rest bunching up in 

the middle. These moderate candidates would split the 

vote among the middle-of-the-road segment of the electorate, 

thus giving the extreme candidates, one from each end, a 

place in the runoff, since no candidate would be likely 

to receive the required majority. It is not hard to accept 

the fact that candidates receive less support from their 

party the further they are from the political center. 

George McGovern, the nominee of a convention which did 

not rally round its candidate, lost support primarily be

cause of his liberal positions, although some loss of votes 

can be attributed to his handling of the Eagleton affair. 

Most conventions close with a strong sense of party 

unity, which carries over into the fall campaign. The 

Democratic convention of 1976, which came at the end of 

a process involving one of the largest groups of active 

candidates, was pervaded with unity from the very start. 

Carter was fortunate to have the nomination in his hands 

before the convention began and thus could direct his ef

forts towards coalescing different segments of the party 
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behind his candidacy. Thus this convention, like most 

in the -~ast, achiev~4-what some say is its main goal 

"to select candidates of each party in such a way as to 

unite the party for the election contest to follow. 115 

The basic reason why the convention system fosters 

party unity while the national primary would not is that 

the former centers around the concept of compromise while 

the second leaves little room for this necessary political 

component. Prior to the convention, each of the candidates 

can get an idea concerning his potential vote strength 

and can appraise his chances of winning. · A group of can

didates, each of whom lacks enough support to win the nom

ination, could possibly join forces in order to control 

the nomination. Included in the arrangement would be con

cessions from all sides which would form the basis for 

unity after the convention. 

The situation would be different under a national 

primary system. Very few candidates would be able t6 as

sess their strengths or weaknesses prior to the vote. If 

they did think that they had little support, candidates 

would hesitate to admit it. Therefore, there would not 

be the opportunity for candidates to join forces against 

the front runner, making compromises along the way. A 

candidate.cannot control votes the way he can control his 

convention delegates. In addition, there would not be the 

chance for the entire party to compromise behind a dark

horse candidate should a true stalemate occur. Rather 



( than going outside the body of announced candidates for 

a nominee who might ·satisfy a lot of party followers, the 

best the national primary system can do is have a runoff 

involving the top two or three candidates. This situa-
. 

tion could result in a nominee who was originally satis-

factory to only a small segment of the party. A conven

tion's greatest asset, something which is absent in a pri

mary system, is its ability to be flexible and adaptable 

to a whole range of situations. 

Another reason which supports the convention system 

over the national primary centers around the federal na

ture of the American system. Just as the United States 

consists of a national government along with state and 

local governments, the major political parties have a 

national structure as well as state and local organiza

tions. The convention system allows each state party to 

determine nominee preference in its own way within estab

lished guidelines. A national primary would preclude the 

participation of the state and local parties on a national 

level. Yet this participation does present some problems. 

Due to the federal nature of the American system, there 

are certain divergent interests among members of the same 

party; therefore, in order to settle these differences, 

"some sort of party conference is necessary to provide 

an opportunity for conciliation, deliberation, and com

promise of differences. 116 Hence, the national convention 

can be seen as a necessary outgrowth of the federal system. 
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Presently, delegates are selected in one of three 

generar~ways: by pri'1Tlary, state convention or a series 

of local caucuses. There are several different forms that 

each of these three can take. The basic point is that 

under the convention system, thereare ·numerous ways to 

determine presidential preference, while the national pri

mary would offer only one choice. The mixed system is 

desirable for several reasons. The first two concern the 

desirability of expanding the candidate pool so that the 

system is open to more types of candidates. The current 

system performs this function in two ways which would be 

absent if there were a national primary. First of all, 

since the states select delegates on a staggered basis, 

a candidate can build up his support after coming from 

an unknown position. Jimmy Carter has become the prime 

example of this type of candidate. It is doubtful if 

Carter or another candidate of equally unknown status 

could gather enough support to win a one-shot national 

primary. The current system allows candidates like Carter 

to start on a local basis such as the Iowa cauc~ses or the 

New Hampshire primary and increases his stature until he 

gets into the national spotlight. The national primary 

would be biased towards those candidates who had already 

achieved national recognition. A similar argument can be 

made with reference to the financing of presidentfal cam

paigns. Under the present structure, a candidate can 

start runni~g with a relatively small amount of money with 
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the hope that large contributions will be forthcoming if 

and wh~n he achieves··preliminary success. If he fails 

from the start, he will be unable to continue due to lack 

of funds. This is the way the natural weeding-out process 
. 

should operate. With a national primary, necessitating a 

national campaign more rigorous than the one prior to the 

General Election, candidates would have to have access to 

great amounts of money from the start. In addition, there 

would not be any measure of past success on which candi

dates can base pleas for financial support. Once again, 

the national primary system is biased towards a particu

lar type of candidate -- the one with a lot of money. 

Another asset of the mixed system is that it pro

vides a better test of the presidential aspirants than a 

national primary would. This point is based on the as

sumption that it is possible to get some indication of 

presidential qualities from the nominating process. While 

the campaign prior to a national primary would be just as 

grueling if not more so than the present mixed system, 

the latter calls for the use of a combination -of politi

cal skills which would be needed in the White House. Pri

maries basically gauge the popularity of the candidates, 

while conventions and state caucuses require the candi

dates to work closely with other politicians in order to 

build support. In addi t ion, primaries lead to only a 

casual examination of the candidates by the general pub

lic. The political regulars who participate in but cannot 



( 

72 

entirely control the state conventions and caucuses would 
.,. ~ ..... \' 

tend to take a closer look at the merits of the candidates 

and their fitness for office. Thus the mi~ed system pro

vides a closer and more balanced look at the.prospective 

candidates than would the national primary. A candidate 

is exposed to both popular opinion through the several 

state primaries and the demands of party politics through 

the state conventions. 

One of the major points which proponents of the 

national primary constantly make is that it would produce 

an accurate representation of the nation's presidential 

preferences. While this assertion appeals to our demo

cratic senses and may be true, we have no way of telling 

whether it is correct. The only studies concerning turn

out and representation in presidential primaries are based 

on state primaries. Interestingly, these studies show 

just the opposite of what would be expected. One con

cludes, "It is clear that presidential primary electorates, 

like those in primaries for lesser offices, are demograph

ically quite unrepresentative of their nonvoting fellow 

partisans."? With respect to representation of political 

interests, the conclusion is quite the same. "Presidential 

primary electorates are also unrepresentative in issue 

orientation, at least to the degree that differences in 

the intensity with which opinions are held are political

ly as significant as differences in the direction of those 

opinions. 118 . Thus it is clear that presidential primaries 
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fall well short of any ideal of perfect representation. 

While the mixed system is not any more representative 

than a national primary would be, we cannot afford to 

give up the known benefits of the mixed system for a 

promise of greater democracy which may remain unfulfilled. 

While the main job of the national convention is 

to determine the party's nominees, there are other impor

tant functions which the quadrennial gathering performs. 

We have already mentioned the importance of tying the 

distinct state parties together. In addition, the con

vention represents the beginning of the campaign and pro

vides the public with an eyewitness view of the workings 

of the political process. The parties draw up their plat

forms at the convention and thereby present their basic 

policy positions to the public. Furthermore, the con

ventions in the past have made important decisions deal

ing with the workings of the parties. Were a national 

primary to replace the convention as the mode of nomina

tion, the performance of these functions would likely be 

left to the national committee, thereby removing them 

from the public. By combining these activities with the 

preeminent task of presidential nominations, they are 

given the importance and public access they deserve and 

require. 

The final argument in favor of the national nominat

ing convention is that it has usually resulted in the 

selection o~ capable leaders. While it would be difficult 



to attribute the quality of some nominees to the method 

of nomination, it is--f~ir to say that the national con

vention has earned its rightful spot among America's tra-

-ditional political institutions. The acceptance which the 

convention has received has afforded it a sense of legiti

macy as the way to nominate presidential candidates in 

the United States. The national nominating convention 

began with the undisciplined and unorganized meetings of 

the 18JO's and has developed into a stable institution 

surviving the test of time. However, this development 

has not occurred without some basic changes in the con

vention. It is the ability to adapt and improve which 

recommends the convention system over the static concept 

of a national primary. 

The national nominating convention has shown itself 

to be superior to the concept of a national primary. The 

convention promotes unity within the party. It provides 

a fairer process for all potential candidates and leads 

to a better testing of these candidates. The convention 

supports the federal nature of our government and party 

system while performing important duties other than nomi

nation of candidates. It is questionable if the main as

set of the primary -- increased representativeness -- woul-d 

actually be realized. Finally, the national nominating 

convention is a dynamic tradition which makes a healthy 

contribution to the American system. 
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A FINAL ASSESSMENT 

"Within the limits of American institutions," Gerald 

Pomper writes·, "the parties have evolved a functional nomi

nating system. 111 In the course of this paper, there has 

been an analysis of the evolution of this system, beginning 

with the national conventions of 1832 and concluding with 

the latest reforms of 1976. In order to complete my task, 

I must turn my attention to the future. However, I do 

not propose to predict the further changes of either th~ 

Democrats or Republicans. Rather, I intend to suggest 

additional reforms which need to be made if the national 

convention is to remain a viable method of selecting this 

country's preijdential candidates. These suggestions 

arise from a hope to eliminate several deficiencies which 

still exist in the presidential nominating system. 

At present, there are several conditions which detract 

from the process leading up to and including the national 

convention. While the reforms of the past several years, 

especially a majority of those instituted by the Democrats, 

have gone a long way in impornving the state of our current 

system, there is still work which needs to be done. Changes 

are needed in order to contribute to the democratic nature 

of the system, as well as its efficiency and equality. 

75 
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These standards apply both to the process prior to the 

convent~on and the convention itself. Not only must the 

national convention perform its functional duties ascribed 

to it by the parties, but it must perform them in such a 

way as to confbrm to the expectations and requirements 

of American society. 

Democracy has long been the guiding concept of the 

American experience. Although we are not quite sure of 

the degree of democracy which we want reflected in our 

political institutions, we do know when there is not enough 

present. One of the standard arguments against the con

vention system is that it does not reflect democratic prin

ciples. Criticism, much of which has been legitimate, has 

revolved around three areas of the democratic ideal: par

ticipation, representativeness and accountability. It is 

true that in the past the convention delegations were mostly 

selected and controlled by the dominant forces of the 

party. Much of the work of the McGovern-Fraser Commis-

sion has dispelled the effect of these forces in the Demo

cratic partye The requirement for open meetings and the 

prohibition of discrimination has opened the way for in

creased participation by all interested party members. 

There were signs during the 1976 pre-convention period 

that the local caucuses and meetings which in the past 

were dominated by party regulars are now the scene of sig

nificant grass roots participation. In those states which 

have primaries, the problem of participation is not as 
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acute. With the civil rights legislation of the past fif

teen years, it can he •~-assumed that every qualified voter 

is allowed to cast a ballot. However, there is a problem 

concerning the matter of primary voting. There must be a 

standard to determine which party ballot a person should 

have a right to vote on. Since presidential primaries are 

party affairs, I feel that actual party membership should 

be the sole criterion for making the determination. In 

other words, crossover voting should not be allowed. Neither 

should registered independents be allowed to vote in pri

maries. This requirement would necessitate those states 

which do not have partisan registration to institute such 

a procedure. 

If the delegates are not allowed to participate fully 

and effectively in the convention's decision-making, the 

degree of participation in the selection of these delegates 

does not make a difference. Major decisions having a di

rect bearing on the selection of the nominee and the de

termination of party policy should be left to an open 

vote of the convention delegates. While it is necessary 

that certain administrative decisions be made by the party 

hierarchy, it is important to insure that this power does 

not carry over into the official business of the conven

tion. Delegates should not be bound by any restrictions 

to vote against their consciences, except as part of a 

legal obligation to a particular candidate. In this case, 

the pledge need only apply to presidential ballots. 
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A second aspect pertaining to the democratic nature 

of the -nominating system is the degree of representative

ness which the system embodies. Not only must we decide 

how much representation is ideal, but we must first decide 

what is to be represented. During the discussion of the 

institution of quotas by the McGovern-Fraser Commission, 

the difference between demographic representation and 

representation of presidential preference was examined. 

That the Mikulski Commission rejected the quota system in 

favor of proportional representation of presidential pref

erence is a good sign of the presence of a democratic view

point. Participation of all segments of the population 

is to be allowed and encouraged; however, it is not proper 

to force this upon the party. The role of the convention 

is to select a presidential candidate representative of 

party opinion, not to provide an opportunity for the party 

to highlight its concern for all segments of society by 

embracing all groups as delegates. Presidential prefer

ence is best indicated by the results of party members' 

participation in primaries and caucuses, not by the per

fect reflection of biological characteristics on the con

vention floor. 

There are two general methods used to select dele

gates to the national convention who will represent the 

party members of the particular state. These are presi

dential primaries and state conventions preceded by local 

meetings and caucuses. There are numerous adaptations 
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upon the basic ideas of both of these processes. For 

example, primaries can differ according to several fac-

"* •.. '' tors such as access to the ballot, binding nature of the 

primary and preferential or advisory statu~. There were 

thirty-one primaries in 1976, each different from the other. 

Obviously, some of these primaries are more representative 

than others. The same is true of state convention and 

caucus systems. Some of these systems make partial use 

of primary elections. In addition, the systems can dif

fer according to the number of steps between the first 

and final levels. Both of these systems, the primary and 

convention, can also allow the outright appointment of 

some portion of the delegation. 

The merits of state primaries versus conventions 

are rather difficult to weigh. There seems to be several 

advantages and disadvantages to each. It is the combina

tion of both of these systems culminating in the national 

convention which recommends the convention over the national 

primary. However, if we are to allow a mixed system, I 

think that it is important that both of these processes 

be made as representative as possible. Therefore, I would 

suggest that the national parties be bound to implement 

a model primary and a model state convention system which 

maximizes the representativeness of the system. However, 

in order to preserve the federal nature of the parties, 

each state should continue to select the type of system 

it will use and to determine the date or dates of primaries 
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and meetings. 

The form whicn·the model primary and convention sys

tem should take -can be a question of great debate. On the 

basis of past and present examples of these two types of 

delegate selection, I think it is possible to identify 

several desirable and undesirable characteristics. Remem

ber that the value to be served is the increase of repre

sentativeness so that the nominating process might be 

more democratic. 

One problem of many of the primaries is that they 

do not provide for an accurate representation of the 

voters' preferences. In some states, the primary is in 

reality two primaries, one to elect delegates and the 

other to indicate presidential preference. The results 

of these two separate ballotings can be entirely contra

dictory. A good example of this was the Maryland primary 

of 1976. In the presidential preference vote, Jerry Brown 

received 48 percent of the votes compared to 37 percent 

for Carter, 5 percent for Udall and 2 percent for Jackson. 

However, since Brown entered the race too late, he did 

not have time to file slates for the delegate elections. 

The result of this election showed J2 delegates for Carter, 

10 for Jackson and 7 for Udall! In order to prevent oc

currences like this in the future, double balloting should 

be prohibited. Our model primary should call for a single 

indication of presidential preference through a vote for 

a candidate's slate of delegates. Delegate slates pledged 
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to a particular candidate would be allowed on the ballots 

only after receivin~-the permission of the candidate. In 

addition, uncommitted delegates could form a slate and 
. 

file for a ballot position after meeting certain require-

ments. Under such a system, no candidate would be repre

sented on the ballot without his specific approval. The 

final determination of delegates should be along the lines 

of proportional representation. Since the political make

up and preferences of a state can vary greatly, voting 

should be counted on the basis of congressional districts 

rather than on a statewide basis. The 15 percent figure 

established by the Democrats as the minimum amount of sup

port necessary to be awarded delegates seems to be area

sonable one. A primary set up along these lines would · 

serve two purposes. While it would provide an accurate 

representation of voter preferences, it would also indi

cate the direct strength which each candidate has in sep

arate areas of the country. 

While state primaries should be broken down into 

congressional districts, it would be necessary to begin 

the process leading to the final selection of delegates 

in caucus states on a more local level. I would suggest 

a three tier process with the initial set of caucuses 

occurring at the precinct level. Delegates would be 

elected in proportion to the support for their candidate 

to participate in county meetings. At the second level, 

representatives would be selected to proceed to 
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congressional district meetings. This would be the last 

step in the process .... -,,The national convention delegates 

for that district would be selected at that meeting on the 

basts of proportional strength. Once again, throughout 

the process, 15 percent would be the minimum amount of 

support necessary for delegates pledged to a particular 

candidate to progress to the next level. The necessity 

of state conventions has been eliminated so that the unit 

of representation will remain the congressional district, 

just as it is in those states with primaries. The rules 

surrounding each of these caucuses should correspond to 

those put forth by the McGovern-Fraser Commission. For 

both the state primary and caucus system models, there 

should be no provisions for at-large delegates which would 

be appointed by the state party. Neither should there 

be any ex officio delegates. Both of these practices 

work to move the decision of presidential nomination 

further from the people. 

There still exists one other problem which must be 

solved if our system is to be truly democratic. Not only 

must the delegates be representative of their constituencies, 

but there must be some provision for accountability. How

ever, since a delegate does not face re-election, he is 

not threatened by the possibility of future defeat. There

fore, special measures need to be taken in order to insure 

that the delegates will carry out their entrusted mandates. 

To this purpose, I would implement a policy whereby each 
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pledged delegate is bound to vote for his or her candi

date through the firsi three ballots. If at any time the 

candidate fails to receive 15 percent of the total con

vention votes, his delegates would be released. Finally, 

a candidate can release his delegates at any time. At 

no time would delegates be required to vote according to 

specific directions on any procedural or platform votes 

of the convention. Nor can they be formally instructed 

to vote for another candidate. Delegates who had been 

duly elected in primaries or selected through the con

vention process as uncommitted would be allowed to vote 

in any manner at all times. Only through strong enforce

ment of binding requirements can accountability be pre

served in the national convention. 

A companion of the concept of democracy is that of 

equality. As far as the nominating system is concerned, 

equality brings to mind the question of vote apportion

ment. The importance of apportionment was discussed 

earlier. Apportionment must be dealt with not only with 

respect to the national convention and the respective 

delegations, but there is also the task of apportioning 

the votes within each state. The problem of apportion

ment centers around the task of assigning equal weight 

to each delegate vote. The ideal situation is to make 

each vote represent the same contribution of party sup

port in electoral contests. Since conventions are party 

meetings, apportionment should not be based solely on 
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population. With the institution of bonus votes, apportion

ment has been based·ofi a combination of state population 

and party strength. I argue that apportionment should 

depend solely on the strength of the party in each state 

' vis~ vis the other states. However, any such plan would 

necessarily reflect the differences in state populations 

since most large states would likely have a greater num

ber of party members than smaller ones. 

The difficulty arises in trying to accurately deter

mine party strength within a particular state. There are 

several indicators of this including party registration, 

votes received in local and state races, votes received 

in past presidential elections or a combination thereof. 

An example which shows the complexity of determining party 

strength can be found in the rule governing apportionment 

for the 1976 Republican convention. Delegates were granted 

to a state on the basis of the number of Republican mem

bers in the House of Representatives, Republican Senators 

and Governors, and the outcome of the voting in the 1972 

presidential election. Each of these indicators of party 

strength, other than registration, is necessarily based 

on previous conditions and therefore is suspect as an 

indicator of present party strength. Registration is not 

presently used because all states do not require partisan 

registration. However, even if partisan registration was 

mandatory, registration figures would not accurately re

flect party _strength on a national level due to the 
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difference in state parties and their national counter

part. ~n other words,. local conditions might result in 

registration in favor of one party while presidential 
. 

election figures might indicate greater support for the 

other party. For a similar reason, election ~results from 

congressional, senatorial and gubernatorial reaces should 

not be used in apportioning votes to a presidential nomi

nating convention. If we are to base party strength on 

past elections, results from presidential elections are 

the only relevant figures. 

Under my proposal, delegate votes should be appor

tioned according to the following specifications. The 

base number of delegates would be set at a reasonable fig

ure -- for example, 1,000. These delegates would be divided 

according to the proportion of the popular vote each state 

contributed to the party's nominee in the previous elec

tion. Thus, if New York supplied 10 percent of the total 

vote for the Democratic candidate, the state would be given 

a base of 100 delegates. However, since the president 

is elected by electoral votes, there should be a provision 

for bonus votes being awarded to states who cast their 

electoral votes for the party's nominee. I would propose 

bonus delegates totaling 50 percent of the electoral votes 

the state casts for the party's candidate. If the Electoral 

College is abolished, so should the provision for these 

bonus votes. Finally, no state would be assured of the 

same number of delegates which it had received in any 
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previous convention. Thus a convention might have fewer 

delegat€s than the ene prior to it. A comparison between 

actual vote apportionment and apportionment according to 

this plan for a previous convention is shown in Appendix 

III. 

An analysis of this table shows some important points. 

While it is logically possible for a state to fail to earn 

a convention seat, it is highly unlikely that such would 

ever happen, For this to be the case, a state would have 

to supply less than .05 percent of the nominee's popular 

vote. Delegations which would not be represented under 

this new plan and which currently are would be those from 

the territories. These areas do not have a valid claim 

for contributing to the determination of the nominee since 

they do not vote in presidential elections. Finally, 

while relative voting strengths would vary from convention 

to convention, it is unlikely that any one area of the 

country would be able to dominate the nominating process, 

If the plan had been used in the 1972 Democratic conven

tion, the Northeast would have had the greatest power. 

However, this would have comprised only 36 percent of the 

votes. 

Apportionment of the delegates within each of the 

states would also rely upon results from the previous 

presidential election. Congressional districts would be 

awarded delegates in proportion to the amount of the state 

party total which that district had supplied. Remember 
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that there would be no at-large delegates or delegates 

awarded~for elected ~arty officials. It is obvious that 

this plan entails a great change, but I feel that this 
. 

plan would bring about a more equitable distribution of 

-votes based on the most accurate indication of relative 

party strength that is available. In addition, a system 

which does not insure a minimum number of delegates on 

any level will not result in complacency on the part of 

party officials. Instead, local and state party organi

zations would be encouraged to produce votes for the party's 

candidate by the promise of a reward of more delegates at 

the next national convention. 

Finally, we come to the third -value which should be 

served by the national nominating system -- efficiency. 

When speaking of efficiency, we must direct our attention 

to the goal of the convention -- the selection of capable 

and attractive candidates to represent the party in the 

general election. Once again, we must distinguish between 

the time prior to the convention and the convention itself. 

In the discussion supporting the existing mixed system, 

the tendency of the system to test the political capabili

ties as well as the popularity of the candidates was iden

tified as a major advantage. In addition, the length of 

the nominating process leaves the candidates open to the 

utmost scrutiny from all sides. Unfortunately, there is 

no test of executive abilities which can be built into any 

system. All things considered, the major candidates for 
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the presidency are tested in an efficient manner. Thus no 

changes, are needed in,,this regard. 

The story is just the opposite when it comes time 
. 

to select a vice-presidential candidate. The standard 

procedure is for the presidential nominee to-meet with 

his advisors the night before the last day of the conven

tion and go ·over a list of possible running mates. Too 

often, politics plays a preeminent role to the detriment 

of a rational selection of a capable candidate. In addition, 

the background of the potential running mate is not thor

oughly explored. Hence you get disastrous selections 

such as Senator Eagleton in 1972. The office of vice 

president is an important one and the selection of nominees 

ought to be carried out in a manner consistent with the · 

importance of the office. Jimmy Carter carefully screened 

each of the individuals he was interested in and selected 

a man totally qualified for the job. Unfortunately, all 

nominees do not have the luxury of locking up the nomina

tion well before the start of the convention. Therefore, 

the selection of the vice-presidential nominee should be 

delayed until after the convention. Since it is the cus

tom to ratify the choice of the presidential nominee, there 

would be no great loss in removing this power from the 

national convention. Instead, the national committee can 

confirm the choice after the presidential nominee has had 

a chance to examine the field of possible running mates. 

This should give the presidential nominee enough time to 
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combine political considerations with an analysis of the 

capabil~ties of the·v~rious candidates in order to make a 

reasoned selection. 

The environment surrounding the present method of 

selecting the vice-presidential nominee is just one indi

cation of the inefficiency present in the actual running 

of the convention. Great numbers of delegates and alter

nates fill the convention floor, adding to the general 

confusion in the minds of all concerned. It is difficult 

for a delegate to follow the events of the convention and 

thus to make rational decisions when called upon to do so. 

It is not necessarily the case that the more the delegates, 

the better. "Apportionment rules and delegate selection 

procedures," Judith Parris reminds us, "provide a much 

better test of a party's representativeness than does 

the number of participants, 112 Efforts should be made to 

reduce the size of the convention. This was one of the 

prime factors in setting the base number of delegates in 

the proposed apportionment scheme at a relatively low 

number -- 1,000. In addition, the number of alternates 

can significantly and easily be reduced by allowing only 

one alternate for every two delegates. It is rare when 

an alternate actually casts a vote on the convention floor 

and thus his presence is not entirely necessary. With a 

significant reduction in the number of delegates and alter

nates, the conventions should become much more manageable 

than they are at the present time. While a reduction in 
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the size of the convention will strip party leaders of the 

opportunity to rewapd,·the party faithful with a seat on 

the convention floor, I feel that the demand for greater 

efficiency requires that this particular fat be trimmed 

away. 

In the past, reform of the national nominating con

vention has been strictly a party concern. In fact, it 

was the parties themselves who instituted the national 

convention as the means of selecting the presidential 

nominee. Reform of the convention has usually been a re

sult of ·a party 0 s attempt to recoup for past failures at 

the polls. At other times, reform arises from a split 

within the party itself. Historically, one party will 

undergo a period of reform while the other party will lag 

behind. The suggestions concerning further convention 

reform apply equally to both parties. We cannot expect 

both to move towards the goals which have been proposed 

at the same time. Thus my final proposal is for the im

plementation of these guidelines through federal legisla

tion. · Only through the passage of statutory requirements 

can we be sure that the parties will institute these reforms. 

This may sound like a radical way of doing things, but I 

believe that it is totally within the bounds of justi-

fied federal action. The presidency is a national of-

fice and all laws dealing with the selection of the man 

who will fill that office should come under the jurisdic

tion of the federal government. The nominees of the two 
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major parties automatically receive their valuable places 

on the ·election day·ballot. Thus it is not unreasonable 

to expect these parties to follow certain procedures in 

determining which names will fill the spots. Since both 

parties would be subject to the same requirements embodied 

in the law, it is difficult to envision an instance where 

the majority party could use the regulations against the 

other party. 

"The actual consequences of party reform," Austin 

Ranney warns, "are, in the future as in the past, likely 

often to disappoint their advocates, relieve their oppo

nents, and surprise a lot of commentators. 113 The response 

to the reforms of the McGovern-Fraser Commission certainly 

is a prime example of what Ranney is talking about. An

other caution comes from Edward C. Banfield. Reforms, 

he says, "are always accompanied by others that we do not 

intend. These others may occur at points in the system 

far removed from the one where the change was initiated 

and apparently unrelated to it. 114 The work of the Mikulski 

Commission was important because it identified the weak 

points of the McGovern-Fraser guidelines and steered the 

party towards a more reasonable and acceptable approach 

to the selection of convention delegates. 

We must take the analyses of both Ranney and Banfield 

to heart. We can never be sure exactly what will result 

from the changes I have proposed. I hope that, when 

instituted, _they will alter the presidential nominating 
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process in such a way as to make it more democratic, equi

table ~hd efficient: -~~owever, we can not become complacent 

in assuming that we have found the perfect solution. 

Rather, we must always be on watch for unexpected develop

ments which might necessitate further change. Finally, 

we must not hesitate to reform the system just because 

it is the way things have always been done. Otherwise, 

we might degenerate back to the time when it was the 

Boss Tweeds who did the nominating. 
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APPENDIX I 

A SUMMARY OF THE GUIDELINES OF 

THE McGOVERN-FRASER COMMISSION 

The Guidelines are divided into two broad classi
fications, one in which the Commission requires certain 
action by state Parties, and one in which the Commission 
urges action by the Parties. 

The following is a summary of the guidelines the 
Commission requires state Parties to adopt. "Requires" 
means that the stated purpose is within the "full, mean
ingful and timely opportunity" mandate of the 1968 Con
vention, and that the Commission considers the accomplish
ment of the stated purpose to be the minimum action state 
Parties must take to meet the requirements of the Call of 
the 1972 Convention. These Guidelines are meant to apply 
at all levels of the process by which delegates and alter
nates are selected, 

1. Adopt explicit written Party rules governing 
delegate selection. 

2. Adopt procedural rules and safeguards for the 
delegate selection process that would: 

a. forbid proxy voting. 
b. forbid the use of unit rule and related practices 

like instructing delegations. 
c. require a quorum of not less than 40% at all Party 

committee meetings. 
d. remove all mandatory assessments of delegates to 

the National Convention. 
e. limit mandatory participation fees to no more 

than $10, and petition requirements to no more than 1% of 
the standard used to measure Democratic strength. 

f. ensure that in all but rural areas, Party meet
ings are held on uniform dates, at uniform times, and in 
public places of easy access. 

g. ensure adequate public notice of all Party meet
ings involved in the delegate selection process. 

J. Seek as broad a base of support for the Party 
as possible in the following manner: 

a. Add to the party rules and implement the six 
anti-racial-discrimination standards adopted by the Demo
cratic National Committee. 

b. Overcome the effects of past discrimination by 

93 
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affirmative steps to encourage representation on the Na
tional .yonvention d~l~gation of minority groups, young 
people and women in reasonable relationship to their pres
ence 1n the population of the State. 

c. Allow and encourage any Democrat 9f 18 years of 
age or older to participate in all Party affairs. 

4. Make, where applicable, the following changes in 
the delegate selection process: • 

a. Select alternates in the same manner as prescribed 
for the selection of delegates. 

b. Prohibit the ex-officio designation of delegates 
to the National Convention. 

c. Conduct the entire process of delegate selection 
in a timely manner, i.e., within the calender year of the 
Convention. 

d. In convention systems, select no less than 75% 
of the total delegation at a level no higher than the con
gressional district and adopt an apportionment formula 
which is based on population and/or some standard measure 
of Democratic strength. 

e. Apportion all delegates to the National Conven
tion not selected at large on a basis of representation 
which gives equal weight to population and Democratic vot
ing strength based on the previous presidential election. 

f. Designate the procedures by which slates are pre-
pared and challenged. , 

g. Select no more than 10% of the delegation by the 
State committee. 

The following is a summary of the Guidelines the 
Commission urges state Parties to adopt. "Urges" means 
that the stated purpose is within the Commission's man
date, that the Commission considers the accomplishment of 
the stated purpose by the state Parties to be desirable, 
but that the Commission is not prepared to require such 
action before the 1972 Convention. 

1. Remove all costs and fees involved in the delegate 
selection process. 

2. Explore ways of easing the financial burden on 
delegates and alternates and candidates for delegates and 
alternates. 

J. Assess the burden imposed on a prospective par
ticipant in the delegate selection process by registration 
laws, customs and practices, and make all feasible efforts 
to remove or alleviate voter registration laws and practices 
which prevent the effective participation of Democrats in 
the delegate selection process. These restrictive laws 
and practices include annual registration requirements, 
lengthy residence requirements, literacy tests, short and 
untimely registration periods, and infrequent enrollment 
sessions. 

4. Provide for party enrollment that (a) allows 
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non-Democrats to become Party members and (b) provides 
easy access and frequent opportunity for unaffiliated 
voters -~o become Democrats. 

5. Terminate all selection systems which require or 
permit party committees to select any part of the state 
delegation. · 

6. Adopt procedures which will provide for fair 
representation of minority views on presidential candi
dates. (The Commission has also recommended that the 
1972 Convention adopt a rule requiring state Parties to 
provide representation to minority political views to the 
highest level of the nominating process. Recognizing the 
overwhelming importance of this issue, the Commission 
will make every effort to stimulate systematic public 
discussion of it now and at the 1972 Democratic National 
Convention.) 

Source: Mandate for Reform:~ Report of the Commission on 
Party Structure and Delegate Selection to the Democratic 
National Committee, printed in Congressional Record, 22 
September 1971, 117:32908. 
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APPENDIX II 

EXCERPTS FROM 

THE NAT.IONAL CHARTER OF THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY 

DEALING WITH 

DELEGATE SELECTION AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 

Article II, Section 2: 

State party rules or state laws relating to the 
election of delegates to the national convention shall be 
observed unless in conflict with this charter and other 
provisions adopted pursuant to ·:~uthority of the charter, 
including the resolutions or other actions of the national 
convention. 

In the event of such conflict with state laws, state 
parties shall be required to take provable positive steps 
to bring such laws into conformity and to carry out such 
other measures as may be required by the national conven
tion or the Democratic National Committee. 

Article II, Section 4: 

The national convention shall be composed of dele
gates who are chosen through processes which (I) assure 
all Democratic voters full, timely and equal opportunity 
to participate and include affirmative action programs 
toward that end, (II) assure that delegations fairly re
flect the division of preferences expressed by those who 
participate in the presidential nominating process, (III) 
exclude the use of the unit rule at any level, (IV) do not 
deny participation for failure to pay a cost, fee or poll 
tax, (V) restrict participation to Democrats only and (VI) 
begin within the calender year of the convention. 

Article X, Section J: 

In order to encourage full participation by all 
Democrats, with particular concern for minority groups, 
native Americans, women and youth, in the delegate selec
tion process and in all party affairs, as defined in the 
by-laws, the national and state Democratic Parties shall 
adopt and implement affirmative action programs. 



97 

Article X, Section 5: 

The goal shall-ttot be accomplished either directly 
or indirectly by the national or state Democratic Parties' 
imposition of mandatory quotas at any level of the dele
gate selection process or in any other par.rty affairs, as 
defined in the by-laws. · 

Article X, Section 6: 

Performance under an approved affirmative action 
program and composition of the convention delegation shall 
be considered relevant evidence in the challenge of any 
state delegation 

If the state party has adopted and implemented and 
approved and monitored an affirmative action program, the 
party shall not be subject to challenge based solely on 
delegation composition or solely on primary results. 

Article XI, Section 8: 

To assure that the Democratic nominee for the office 
of president of the United States is selected by a fair 
and equitable process, the Democratic National Committee 
may adopt such statements of policy as it deems appropriate 
with respect to the timing of presidential primaries and 
shall work with state parties to accomplish the objectives 
of such statements, provided, however, that such statements 
of policy shall not be deemed to be binding upon any states 
in which the state laws are in conflict with such statements. 

Source: National Charter of the Democratic Party, printed 
in Congressional Quarterly, December 14, 1974, pp. JJJ4-J6. 
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A COMPARISON BETWEEN ACTUAL APPORTIONMENT 

AND PROPOSED APPORTIONMENT IN THE 

DElVIOCRATIC CONVENTION OF 1972 

ACTUAL NO. VOTING PROPOSED NO. VOTING . 
STATE OF DEL-. - STRENGTH OF DEL. STRENGTH 

'. 
·, 

--- ( % ) --- ( % ) 
ALABAMA (S) 37 1.2 6 .5 
ALASKA (W) 10 . 3 1 .09 
ARIZONA (W) 25 I 8 5 .4 
ARKANSAS (S) 27 . 9 . 6 . 5 
CALIFORNIA (W) 271 9.0 104 9.4 
COLORADO (W) 36 1.2 11 1.0 
CONNECTICUT (E) 51 1.7 24 2.2 
DELAWARE (E) 13 .4 3 .J 
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA (E) 15 . 5 6 .5 
FLORIDA (S) 81 2.7 22 2.0 
GEORGIA (S) 53 1. 8 11 1.0 
HAWAII (W) 17 .6 7 I 6 
IDAHO (W) 17 . 6 3 .J 
ILLINOIS (M) 170 5.7 65 5.9 
INDIANA (M) 76 2.5 26 2.4 
IOWA (M) 46 1.5 15 1.4 
KANSAS (M) 35 1.2 10 .9 
KENTUCKY (S) 47 1. 6 13 1.2 
LOUISIANA (S) 44 1.5 10 .9 
MAINE (E) 20 . 7 9 . 8 
MARYLAND (E) 53 1. 8 22 2.0 
MASSACHUSETTS ( E) 102 J.4 54 4.9 
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ACTUAL NO. VOTING PROPOSED NO. VOTING 
STATE OF DEL-. - STRENGTH OF DEL. STRENGTH --- ( % ) --- ( %) 

MICHIGAN (M) 132 4.4 62 5.6 
MINNESOTA (M) 64 2.1 32 2.9 

' MISSOURI ( M) 73 2.4 25 2.3 ' 

MONTANA (W) 17 . 6 4 .4 
NEBRASKA (W) 24 . 8 5 .4 
NEVADA (W) 11 .4 2 I 2 
NEW HAMPSHIRE (E) 18 . 6 4 .4 
NEW JERSEY (E) 109 3.6 40 3.6 
NEW MEXICO (W) 18 .6 4 .4 
NEW YORK (E) 278 9.3 130 11. 8 . 
NORTH CAROLI NA (S) 64 2.1 15 1.4 ! 

·, .. 
NORTH DAKOTA (M) 14 . 5 3 .3 
OHIO (M) 153 5.1 54 4.9 
OKLAHOMA (W) 39 1.3 10 .9 
OREGON (W) 34 1.1 11 1.0 
PENNSYLVANIA ( E) 182 6.1 89 8.1 
RHODE ISLAND (E) 22 . 7 10 .9 
SOUTH CAROLINA (S) 32 1.1 6 . 5 
SOUTH DAKOTA (M) 17 .6 4 .4 
TENNESSEE (S) 49 1. 6 11 1.0 
TEXAS (S) 130 4.3 54 4.9 
UTAH (W) 19 . 6 5 .4 
VERMONT (E) 12 .4 2 I 2 
VIRGINIA (S) 53 1. 8 14 1. 3 
WASHINGTON (W) 53 1.7 25 2.3 
WEST VIRGINIA (S) 35 1.2 16 1.5 
WISCONSIN (M) 67 2.2 24 2.2 
WYOMING (W) 11 .4 1 .09 

RELATIVE STRENGTHS OF GEOGRAPHICAL AREAS 

EAST SOUTH MIDWEST WEST 
ACTUAL 29. 2 22.6 28.2 20.0 
PROPOSED 35.7 17.2 29.1 18.0 
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"The Lessons of 1968," Harper's, January 1970, p. 43. 
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places on the ballots in the following numbers of states 
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Eugene McCarthy, JO; Peter Camejo, 28; and Lester Maddox, 
19. 

3Judith H. Parris, The Convention Problem (Washing
ton, D.C.: The Bro?kings Institution, 1972), p. 13. 

4 McGovern, p. 44. 

I 

1For an interesting account of the use of power by 
chief executives from Taft to Nixon, as well as their ap
proaches to the office of President see James David Barber, 
The Presidential Character (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc,, 1972). 

2Donald R. Matthews, "Presidential Nominations: Proc
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The Brookings Institution, 1972), p. 32, 
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the Mischiefs of Faction (Los Angeles: University of Cali
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1Richard C. B~i~ and Judith H. Parris, Convention 
Decisions and Voting Records, 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.: 
The Brookings Institution, 1973), p. 2. 

2Ibid., p. 14. 

3 Ibid., p. 17 

4Gerald Pamper, Nominating the President (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 19~, p. 282. 

5Austin Ranney tells the story of a citizen of Tenn
essee who happened to be in Baltimore during the 1835 Demo
cratic convention. Since no one presented credentials as 
representatives from the state, it was suggested that this 
man cast Tennessee's vote which he accordingly did. See 
Ranney, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, p. 107. 

III 

1Quoted in Bain and Parris, p. 26 

2Quoted in Paul T. David, Ralph M. Goldman and 
Richard C. Bain, The Politics of National Party Conven-· 
tions (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1960), 
p. 200. 

3 Ibid., p. 201. 

4
Ibid., p. 202 

5David, Goldman and Bain, p. 203. 

6
For a general contemporary description and dis

cussion of these first presidential primary laws see L.E. 
Aylsworth, "Presidential Primary Elections: Legislation 
of 1910-1912," American Political Science Review, August 
1912, pp. 429-33, 

7Aylsworth, p. 429 

8Bain and Parris, p. 194, 

9Quoted in Bain and Parris, p. 249. 

lOibid. 

11The parties and years in parentheses are examples 
of those conventions which employed the particular method. 
Other conventions may have utilized the same or similar 
methods. 
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13Ranney, Curi~~ the Mischiefs of Faction, p. 183, 
14 Quoted in Ranney, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, 

p I 183 I 

IV 
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party platforms during the period 1944-1964 see Gerald 
M. Pomper, Elections in America (New York: Dodd, Mead · and 
Company, 1968), Chapter Seven and Eight. 

2 Pomper, Elections in America, p. 185. 

Jibid., p. 203, 
4David, Goldman and Bain, p. 213, 
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1Quoted in Theodore H. White, The Making of the 
President ~ ( New York : Athene um , 19 7 3 ) ,· p . 401 . 
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3The Democratic Choice: Report of the Commission on 
the Democratic Selection of Presidential Nominees, printed 
in Congressional Record, 14 October 1968, 114:31545, 

4Mandate for Reform:~ Report of the Commission on 
Party Structure and Delegate Selection to the Democratic 
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September 1971, 117:32911. 

5For a complete summary of th~ findings of the 
McGovern Commission see Mandate for Reform, pp. 32912-14. 

6Ranney, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, p. 11. 
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8Quoted in Ranney, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, 
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9Kirkpatrick, p. 265. 
10Ranney, Curing_ the Mischiefs of Faction, p. 197. 
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See Kirkpatrick, pp. 307-16. 

1~andate for Reform, p. 32910. 
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Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, p. 155; and John W. Soule 
and Wilma E. McGrath, "A Comparative Study of Presidential 
Nomination Conventions: The Democrats 1968 and 1972," 
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7Rann~y, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction, pp. 155-56. 
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See Soule and McGrath, p. 511. 
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