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Introduction—The Long, Complicated
Road to the White House: The
Presidential Nomination Process 
in 2004

There is no simple way to determine how
many people run for president every four

years, but the number is surely substantial.
Perhaps the closest thing in American politics
to an official registry of presidential candi-
dates is maintained by the Federal Election
Commission (FEC). In every recent election
cycle, more than 230 individuals have filed a
statement of candidacy with the FEC. The
majority of these people, of course, are not
what most observers would regard as serious
candidates. They are perhaps best described as
nice, well-meaning individuals who think they
would make a great president, even though
they have no obvious qualifications for the job
and little or no previous experience in govern-
ment or politics. But if even we limit our at-
tention to “serious” or “major” candidates,

most election cycles
produce between 10
and 15 declared
presidential candi-
dates. (One could
also make a good
case for adding in
another five or 
10 names per elec-

tion cycle, to take account of all the people
who conduct preliminary or “exploratory”
campaigns but then shut them down once it
becomes apparent that there is no particular
demand or support for their candidacy.)

However large the initial field of possibili-
ties, the reality is that by late August of the
election year—and probably a lot earlier—
most Americans will be trying to decide be-
tween just two persons: a Democrat and a Re-
publican. Such, in a nutshell, is the purpose
and effect of party nominations: they define
and limit the effective choices of the voters.
The purpose of this Symposium is to examine
how that delimiting process takes place.
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The significance of the presidential nomi-
nation process is easy to overlook. Historians
and election scholars have frequently dwelt
upon the fateful nature of the elections that
chose, for example, Franklin Roosevelt over
Herbert Hoover in 1932, or Abraham Lincoln
over Stephen Douglas in 1860. Yet, surely it
was just as important that the Democrats
nominated Roosevelt rather than, say, John
Nance Garner or Al Smith, or that the then-
six-year-old Republican Party selected 
Lincoln as its standard bearer over William
Seward and Salmon P. Chase.

Whatever else may be said of the contem-
porary American presidential nomination
process, it is undeniably long. In the 1950s
and 1960s, most presidential aspirants didn’t
officially launch their candidacies until the be-
ginning of the election year or the final
months of the preceding year (for data on this
point, see Hagen and Mayer 2000, 21–26). In
the early 1970s, however, the rules of the
nomination process were substantially rewrit-
ten, the net effect of which has been to usher
in a new and very different era in presidential
nominations. Today, most presidential cam-
paigns begin to gear up shortly after the mid-
term elections have concluded. In mid-January,
2003, for example, I have seen several articles
claiming that the possible presidential candi-
dacy of Senator Bob Graham (D-FL) may be
hurt by the fact that he is getting into the race
too late—even though the first primary is still
a year away and the general election twenty-
two months off.

By the time this Symposium is published,
then, the 2004 nomination race(s) will already
be in full swing. We hope that these articles
help contribute to a better understanding of
this complicated, occasionally exciting, fre-
quently frustrating, but vitally important aspect
of American national government.
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The Making of the Presidential Candidates 2004, will be published later
this year.
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