
To be robbed and betrayed by a fiendish underground 
conspiracy or by the earthly agents of Satan is at least 

a romantic sort of plight. 
It suggests at least a grand Hollywood-ready 

confrontation between good and evil. 
But to be coldly ripped off over and over again by a 

bunch of bloodless, second-rate schmoes, 
schmoes you chose, you elected, 

is not something anyone will take much pleasure in 
bragging about. 

Matt Taibbi 
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...a national meeting of delegates 
elected in primaries, caucuses or 
state conventions who assemble 

once every four years to: 

nominate candidates for president 
and vice president 

(Delegates must cast their vote in 
favor of one candidate. If no clear 

majority is reached, they must 
continue voting until it is.) 

ratify the party platform: 
statement of its goals and policies 

for the next four years 

elect party officers 

adopt rules 
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o modern convention functions: 

o promote party unity 

o motivate the party faithful 

o interest and attract ordinary voters 

o serve as the governing authority of the political party 

o give direction to the national party chairperson (the 
spokesperson of the party) and to the person who heads 
the national committee (the governing body of the party) 

o forums where presidential candidates are given the 
official nod by their parties 

o rally support for the presidential candidate  
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o After Andrew Jackson's election in 1828, party structures 

strengthened and the idea of national political conventions 

began to make sense. At that time there had been state 

party conventions but no national conventions. 

o The first national conventions were held 1830-32. 

o The first Democratic national convention instituted a number 

of rules which essentially created the framework for political 

conventions that endures to the present day. 

o Unlike modern conventions, party conventions were 

decision-making bodies in the 19th century. 
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The 1860 Democratic convention in Charleston SC was disrupted by a 
clash over slavery and adjourned without making nominations. 
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o The 1960 Kennedy-Johnson battle in the Democratic party 
represented a turning point in convention history.  

o The 1960 Democratic convention in LA became a 
battleground between party elders (Johnson) and popular 
sentiment (Kennedy). No longer could party elites choose 
the nominees without the consent of the people. 

o This resulted in conventions that were full of spectacle 
and intrigue. Often, the partyôs nominee was relatively 
unknown prior to the convention, adding a sense of 
drama and excitement.  

o For the remainder of the 1960s, conventions tried to balance 
the declining influence of party leaders and the growing 
influence of the people. 
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o The Controversial Democratic nomination race of 1968 led to 
new rules and major changes that opened up the process to 
regular party voters.  

o results of changes 

o sharp increase in the number of presidential primaries 

o better representation for women, young people and 
minorities 

o After new rules were put in place, super delegates 
emerged (1982) to stem the severe decline in the number 
of Democratic elected officials and party leaders who 
became delegates. 

o Today, nominations are settled well in advance of the 
convention making it a fundamentally different event. [Some 
highlights of recent Democratic convention rules disputes] 
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o Today, the out-of-power party holds its convention first, in 

late July, followed in mid-August by the party holding the 

presidency. 

o The rules for choosing the presidential nominees comes from 

three sources:  (1) state law, particularly in terms of setting 

primary dates, determining who can vote in a primary, and 

establishing how candidates file, (2) national party rules and 

(3) state party rules. 

o In general, Democratic Party rules are concerned with 

uniformity and fairness from state to state, while Republican 

Party rules are concerned with state autonomy. 
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o delegate selection 

o unit rule: traditional party practice under which the 
majority of a state delegation can force the minority to 
vote for its candidate (Abolished by the Democrats.) 

o New Democratic party rule decreed that stateôs 
delegates be chosen in proportion to the votes cast in 
its primary or caucus, proportional allocation (30% of 
votes = 30% delegates from that state). 

o Some rules originating in the Democratic Party have 
been enacted as laws in some states, thus making 
them applicable to the Republican Party as well. 

o Democratic Detailed Delegate Allocation  

o Republican Detailed Delegate Allocation  
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o Who are the delegates? 

o Delegates are often party activists, local political leaders or early 
supporters of a given candidate. Presidential campaigns court local 
and state politicians for their slate of delegates because they typically 
bring the support of their political constituencies. Delegates can also 
include members of a campaign's steering committee or long-time 
active members of their local party organization. 

o Both parties draw delegates from elite groups with higher incomes 
and education levels. 

o But there are differences between the parties, with Democratic 
delegates consistently exhibiting more diversity. In 2016, 50% of 
Democratic delegates were minorities, over 50% women (A1980 rule 
requires that half of each state delegation be female.) and 13% 
identified as LGBTQ. 6% of Republican delegates were minorities 
and 25% were women. 
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The difference between the two parties is stark, but at the 
same time it is largely indicative of the partiesô voter bases. 


