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The direct primary stands as one of the most significant and distinctive

political reforms of the Progressive era in American history. In this

book, the authors provide the most comprehensive treatment available

on the topic and utilize new data on election outcomes, candidate

backgrounds, incumbent performance and behavior, newspaper

endorsements, and voters’ preferences. They begin by studying

whether primary elections have achieved the goals set by progressive

reformers when they were first introduced over a century ago. They

then evaluate the key roles these elections have played in the US

electoral system, such as injecting electoral competition into the

regions that are dominated by one of the two major parties, helping

select relatively qualified candidates for office, and, in some cases,

holding incumbents accountable for their performance. Finally, they

study the degree to which primaries are responsible for the current,

highly polarized political environment. Anyone interested in US

primary elections, US political history, or electoral institutions more

generally, should read this book.

Shigeo Hirano is Professor of Political Science at Columbia University.

He has published in the leading political science journals. He was a

visiting scholar at the Russell Sage Foundation, the Yale University

Center for the Study of American Politics, and the Princeton University

Center for the Study of Democratic Politics.

James M. Snyder, Jr. is Leroy B. Williams Professor of History and

Political Science in the Harvard Government Department, a Research

Associate at the National Bureau of Economic Research, and a Fellow

of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He has published

more than 100 scholarly articles, many appearing in the leading

political science and economics journals. He taught previously in the

Department of Political Science and the Department of Economics at

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and in the Department of

Economics at the University of Chicago.

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

political economy of institutions and decisions

Series Editors

Jeffry Frieden, Harvard University

John Patty, Emory University

Elizabeth Maggie Penn, Emory University

Founding Editors

James E. Alt, Harvard University

Douglass C. North, Washington University of St. Louis

Other books in the series

Alberto Alesina and Howard Rosenthal,

Partisan Politics, Divided Government and the Economy

Lee J. Alston, Thrainn Eggertsson and Douglass C. North, eds.,

Empirical Studies in Institutional Change

Lee J. Alston and Joseph P. Ferrie,

Southern Paternalism and the Rise of the American Welfare State:

Economics, Politics, and Institutions, 1865–1965

James E. Alt and Kenneth Shepsle, eds.,

Perspectives on Positive Political Economy

Josephine T. Andrews,

When Majorities Fail: The Russian Parliament, 1990–1993

Jeffrey S. Banks and Eric A. Hanushek, eds.,

Modern Political Economy: Old Topics, New Directions

Yoram Barzel,

Economic Analysis of Property Rights, 2nd edition

Yoram Barzel,

A Theory of the State: Economic Rights, Legal Rights, and the Scope of the State

Robert Bates,

Beyond the Miracle of the Market: The Political Economy of Agrarian

Development in Kenya

Jenna Bednar,

The Robust Federation: Principles of Design

Charles M. Cameron,

Veto Bargaining: Presidents and the Politics of Negative Power

Kelly H. Chang,

Appointing Central Bankers: The Politics of Monetary Policy in the

United States and the European Monetary Union

(continued after the Index)

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Primary Elections in the United States

SHIGEO HIRANO

Columbia University

JAMES M. SNYDER, JR.

Harvard University

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,

New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06-04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of

education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107080591

DOI: 10.1017/9781139946537

c© Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder, Jr. 2019

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2019

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd. Padstow, Cornwall

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-107-08059-1 Hardback

ISBN 978-1-107-44015-9 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of

URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

Acknowledgments page xi

1 More Democracy 1

2 One-Party Dominance, 1880 to 1950 7

2.1 Democracy Out of Commission 9

2.1.1 Why So Much One-Party Domination in the US? 15

2.2 The Convention System 18

2.3 Adoption of Primaries 21

2.3.1 Primary Adoption and One-Partyism 24

2.4 Conclusion 28

3 Introduction of Primaries and Electoral Competition,

1892 to 1950 33

3.1 Primary Competition by Constituency Type 36

3.2 Primary versus General Election Competition 43

3.3 Introduction of Primaries and General Elections 45

3.4 Primaries and Candidate-Centered Voting 51

3.5 Conclusion 55

3.6 Appendix 56

3.6.1 Regression Analyses of Split-Ticket Voting 56

4 Primaries and Party Loyalty 59

4.1 Existing Claims and Evidence 62

4.2 Western Progressive Republicans versus the Northeast

Establishment 64

4.3 The Impact of Primaries on Party Loyalty 67

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

viii Contents

4.3.1 Robustness Checks 71

4.3.2 Replacement versus Conversion 74

4.4 Conclusion 74

5 Primaries and the Qualifications of Nominees 76

5.1 Theoretical Considerations 80

5.1.1 Strategic Entry and Primary Elections 80

5.1.2 Nominee Quality under the Convention System 86

5.2 Relevant Experience as a Qualification for Office 89

5.2.1 Measuring Relevant Experience 91

5.2.2 Qualifications in Early Primary Campaigns 93

5.3 Candidate Qualifications in Early Primary Elections 96

5.4 Qualifications in Primaries versus Conventions 98

5.4.1 Estimates for the US House 101

5.4.2 Estimates for Statewide Offices 104

5.5 Did Primaries Favor Party Insiders? 107

5.6 Primaries and Less-Relevant Experience 109

5.7 Bottom Line 111

5.8 Discussion 115

5.9 Appendix 117

6 Voting Behavior and Primary Elections, 1892 to 1950 120

6.1 Theoretical Considerations 126

6.2 Primary Turnout, 1892 to 1950 129

6.3 Voter Information and Primary Outcomes 133

6.4 Do Primary Voters Support More-Qualified Candidates? 135

6.4.1 Possible Mechanisms 142

6.5 Primary Voting and Candidate Issue Positions 143

6.5.1 Issue Voting: Prohibition 143

6.5.2 Issue Voting: Progressive versus Stalwart 148

6.6 Factional Slates as a Substitute for Party Labels 149

6.6.1 The Case of North Dakota 151

6.6.2 Factional Slates in Other State Primaries 153

6.7 Qualifications versus Party Labels, Issues, and Factions 156

6.7.1 Primaries versus General Elections 157

6.7.2 Qualifications in Primaries with Issues or Factional

Divisions 160

6.8 Conclusion 162

6.9 Appendix 163

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents ix

7 Primaries in a Changing Electoral Environment, 1950 to 2016 165

7.1 Rise of Competitive Constituencies? 166

7.2 Candidate-Centered Politics 170

7.3 Incumbency Advantage 173

7.4 Polarization 174

7.5 Primary Competition, 1950 to 2016 177

7.5.1 Over-Time Trends 181

7.6 Contribution of Primary Electoral Competition 184

7.7 Conclusion 185

8 Primaries and Candidate Selection in the Modern Era 186

8.1 Qualifications for Office 187

8.1.1 Relevant Experience as a Measure of Qualification 188

8.1.2 Judicial Evaluations 195

8.2 Qualifications and Constituency Type 198

8.2.1 Relevant Experience 199

8.2.2 Judicial Evaluations in Illinois 203

8.3 Qualifications of Open-Seat Winners 205

8.4 Would Conventions Do Just As Well? 207

8.5 Conclusion 210

8.6 Appendix 210

9 Voting Behavior and Primary Elections, 1950 to 2016 212

9.1 Primary Election Turnout 213

9.2 Primary Voting and Candidate Qualifications 215

9.2.1 Relevant Prior Experience 216

9.2.2 Bar Association Evaluations 220

9.2.3 Newspaper Endorsements 221

9.3 Primary Voting and Candidate Policy Positions 224

9.3.1 Issue Voting: Abortion 224

9.3.2 Voter Learning About Ideology 226

9.3.3 The Role of Factions and Slates 231

9.4 Qualifications and Party Labels 233

9.4.1 Qualifications in Primaries versus General Elections 234

9.4.2 Qualifications in Top-Two Systems 236

9.4.3 Qualifications in California Primaries Under

Cross-Filing 239

9.5 Conclusion 240

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

x Contents

10 Primaries and Accountability in the Modern Era 242

10.1 Literature on Political Accountability 245

10.2 US House Incumbents in Scandals 247

10.3 Effectiveness of North Carolina Legislators, 1988 to 2016 252

10.4 Primary Voting and Incumbent Performance 255

10.5 Discussion 256

11 Primaries and Polarization 258

11.1 Primaries and Polarization Over the Long Term 262

11.2 Primaries in the Recent Polarized Environment 267

11.2.1 Incumbent-Contested Races 270

11.2.2 Non-Incumbent Primaries 274

11.2.3 Polarization and Primary Election Turnout (Again) 276

11.2.4 Bottom Line 281

11.3 Primaries versus Caucuses, Conventions, and Party

Committees 282

11.3.1 Pre-Primary Conventions 284

11.3.2 Caucuses, Conventions, and Party Committees 290

11.4 Participation in Open versus Closed Primaries 292

11.5 Top-Two System 296

11.5.1 Voting Behavior under the Top-Two System 302

11.6 Conclusion 306

12 Conclusion 307

12.1 Primaries in Other Democracies 308

12.2 A New Normal? US Primaries from 2010 to 2016 309

12.3 What Next? 316

References 317

Index 334

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgments

For reasons that are still not entirely clear, this book has taken more

than ten years to write. Along the way we have been helped by so many

people that we cannot remember them all. We will try to thank as many

as possible, and we apologize to those who we have overlooked.

First, we thank our collaborators Steve Ansolabehere, J. Mark

Hansen, Gabriel Lenz, Maksim Pinkovskiy, and Michael Ting, with

whom we co-authored several articles that form the basis of key parts

of the book. Our work with them has helped shape our thinking about

primaries.

Second, we thank the many people who have provided useful

comments on earlier versions of the manuscript, or on papers that

have been incorporated into the manuscript. In 2014, Markus Prior

generously arranged a book conference for us at Princeton University

where Matias Iaryczower, Nolan McCarty, Bob Erikson, Tom Romer,

Marc Meredith, and Talia Stroud discussed earlier versions of various

chapters. Their comments were extremely valuable. Toward the end,

Anthony Fowler and Daniel Smith gave us detailed suggestions on the

entire manuscript. Other colleagues who have offered us their thoughts

and advice on various projects that have become part of the book include:

James Alt, Christopher Berry, Ethan Bueno de Mesquita, Devin Caughey,

Olle Folke, Justin Fox, Jeff Frieden, Alan Gerber, Gregory Huber,

David Lewis, David Mayhew, Soccoro Puy Segura, Pablo Querubin, Ken

Shepsle, Matthew Stephenson, Craig Volden, and Dustin Tingley. We

have also benefited from the comments on our work at invited seminars

at various institutions, including Columbia, LSE, MIT, Russell Sage

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

xii Acknowledgments

Foundation, Stanford, University of Chicago Harris School, University

of Bocconi, University of Essex, University of Malaga, University of Vir-

ginia, Vanderbilt, Washington University and Yale, and various academic

conferences, including: Erasmus political economy conference, EPSA

annual conference, Latin American and Caribbean Association annual

conference, MPSA annual conference, Trento Festival of Economics, Yale

CSAP conference, and Wallis conference on political economy.

Many of the key insights and findings in the book draw on newly

created datasets that span decades of US political history. We have

been working on some of these datasets for over two decades and

they could not have been created without the help of many excellent

research assistants at various institutions. Among those who have

collected, scanned, coded, checked, and cleaned data are the following:

Abuchi Agu, Brittany Allison, Jonathan Backer, Pamela Ban, Geoffrey

Buller, Philip Burrowes, Daniel Campos, Jessica Cui, Alina Dunlap,

Erin Fackler, Mason Fitch, Michael Gill, Stacy J. Hall, Sarah Hamilton,

William Hennessey, Sean Hirose, Jaclyn Kaslovsky, Patricia Kirkland,

Aaron Kaufman, Danielle Kehl, Scott Kim, Mayya Komisarchik, Cynthia

Lee, Rebecca Lee, Simone Leeper, Chad Levinson, Elaine Li, Karen Li,

John Lovett, Margaret Mattes, Aidan McCarthy, Ashley Mehl, Laura

Mills, Ester Min, Kelly Murdock, Cody Nager, Pin–Quan Ng, Farrah

Ricketts, Sophia Rogers, Jungho Roh, Melissa Saldana, Amy Semet,

Adria Schulman-Eyink, Alexis Schustrom, Noah Schwartz, Jasmine

Senior, Jessica Soberman, Byung Kwon (BK) Song, Dean Spirito, Victoria

Steger, Kendall Tucker, Tony Valeriano, Nida Vidutis, Miranda Yaver,

Hye Young You, and Adam Zelizer. We also thank Stephen Pettigrew,

Gary Jacobson, Marc Meredith, Jeffrey Mondak, and Brian Gaines for

sharing data with us.

We have also received institutional and financial support from

multiple sources. Large portions of the data collection were funded

through two National Science Foundation (NSF) grants. Shigeo gratefully

acknowledges the institutional and financial support from Columbia

University, the Russell Sage Foundation, and the Yale University Center

for the Study of American Politics. Jim thanks Harvard University and

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology for institutional and financial

support. We would also like to thank Alan Gerber, Greg Huber, Pam

Lamonaca, Pam Greene, and Yale’s Center for the Study of American

Politics for providing us with office space, library access, and other Yale

amenities when we met to work on the book roughly midway between

Cambridge and New York City.

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgments xiii

A number of people have been instrumental in helping transform our

manuscript into a book. Tricia Vio in particular has read and re-read and

edited and re-edited the manuscript so many times that she must have

whole sections memorized by now. Michael Auslen, Peggy Chen, Fred

Dalzell, Kelly Friel, Michael Olson, Connor Phillips, Shiro Kuriwaki,

Tyler Simko, and David Simpson helped clarify and clean the prose.

We thank the editorial team at Cambridge University Press and Newgen

Publishing for their work producing the book, and in particular Robert

Dreesen and Helen Flitton for managing the whole process. We also

thank John Patty, Maggie Penn, and Jeffrey Frieden for having us as part

of the Political Economy Institutions and Decisions series.

We would like to thank our families for their support and for putting

up with our endless conversations about US politics. Shigeo’s children,

Serena and Leo, were born while the book was being written and literally

grew up listening to these conversations. Finally, we thank our parents,

Asao Hirano, Keiko Hirano, James M. Snyder, and Jean May Snyder, to

whom we dedicate this book.

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08059-1 — Primary Elections in the United States
Shigeo Hirano , James M. Snyder, Jr 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781107080591
www.cambridge.org

