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Abstract: The aim of this article is to highlight the ambivalences of the US 
primaries. With primaries citizens — and not party elites — can determine 
the party candidates for an election. After decades of attempting to intro-
duce them (which will be discussed in section 2), they have now become 
a common practice for both parties to select candidates for presidential 
and other (e.g. gubernatorial) elections. While the direct influence of citi-
zens on candidate selection has often been praised as a genuine demo-
cratic achievement, it is debatable whether all groups in society have an 
equal opportunity to stand in primaries (section 3). It turns out that su-
per-rich businessmen are overrepresented, and that this is intrinsic to the 
campaign financing system, because they can partially finance their elec-
tion campaigns with their own money if needed. Furthermore, the con-
stitutive function of primaries also pertains to their potential capacity to 
enable political innovation, as they make it possible for new ideas and new 
actors to get into the parties and the political arena. Notably, they enable 
actors who were not previously active in politics to enter the republican 
(in Hannah Arendt’s words) ‘space of appearance’. In order to examine the 
ambivalences and contradictions of primaries, Hanna Arendt’s distinc-
tion between the republican and the democratic is discussed in section 4, 
with the result that primaries appear as complex political institutions that 
combine, partly in contradictory terms, normative understandings of re-
publicanism and democracy. The article concludes with the argument that 
the ambivalences and complexities inherent in the US primaries, as well as 
their unintended side effects, do not speak against primaries as such, but 
rather call for the introduction of rules regulating their implementation.
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1 . Introduction and Research Question Outline1

This article explores the ambivalences of primaries in the United 
States of America (USA) with regard to tensions between their nor-
mative democratic ambition, the reality of their outcomes, and their, 
perhaps unintended, side effects. The normative democratic ambition 
of primaries can be deduced from a description of what they are and 
what they are supposed to be, as well as in the description of their 
history in the USA, which will be discussed in section 2. The history 
of primaries is marked by (the desire for and the fact of) increasing 
democratic participation. Yet, while they have become the accepted 
form of candidate selection in the United States, one needs to account 
for the empirical reality of their outcomes, also with regard to pos-
sible undesired side effects. This will be done in section 3. This applies, 
first and foremost, to the question whether all groups in society have 
an equal opportunity to stand in primaries. As it turns out, this is the 
case only to a limited extent, which makes apparent the contradiction 
between aspiration and reality, a first of the ambivalences of US pri-
maries. This has to be seen as an unintended side effect, as the origi-
nal idea for their introduction was to prevent the domination of privi-
leged groups (especially within political parties). The second question 
pertains to whether primaries bring new ideas and new people to the 
political arena, challenging the control of political parties and/or oli-
garchic elites over political agenda setting, and if so, to what extent. 
In this respect, it will be argued that primaries have a genuine poten-
tial for triggering political variation. In order to theoretically come to 
terms with those ambivalences and contradictions of primaries, Han-
nah Arendt’s distinction between the republican and the democratic is 
discussed in section 4. The final section 5 summarises my conclusions. 
Ultimately, one arrives at a very nuanced and complex finding with 
regard to primaries in the United States, which by no means speaks 
against them per se, but draws attention to its ambivalences and unin-
tended side effects.

2. The Form and History of Primaries

Primaries are used to pre-select party candidates before an ‘actual’ 
election, and their main purpose is to determine who will be nominated 
as a party candidate. In the United States they are used for presidential 
elections2, elections for state governors, members of Congress (House 

1 I would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers and Andreas Langenohl for 
their valuable comments on earlier drafts of this paper.

2 Strictly speaking, a distinction has to be made between primaries and caucuses, 
the two different forms of presidential primaries in the USA, which in principle 
have the same goal, namely selecting candidates. While primaries in the nar-
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of Representative and Senate) and mayoral elections of large cities. 
Nowadays in most countries the party elites nominate candidates, as 
was the case in the USA before the primaries were gradually intro-
duced for various elections around 1900 (Ginsberg et. al., 2011: 349). 
Before their introduction, the presidential candidates of parties were 
nominated by national party conventions (DiClerico, 2000: 4), which 
were originally far from democratic or transparent, as testified by 
various characterizations. The candidate selection process “was per-
ceived as being subject to near total manipulation by the party bosses” 
(Ibid.: 5). The politician and businessman William Tweed (1823–1878) is 
alleged to have said: “I don’t care who does the electing, so long as I do 
the nominating.” (Ibid.: 3). Polsby et al. (2008: 97) conclude: “Once upon 
a time, presidential nominations were won by candidates who courted 
the support of party leaders from several states.”

At least according to the American basic idea, a “democratic socie-
ty is built on equal opportunity” (Bredemeier et. al., 1949: 301). With 
‘equal opportunity’ being held as an ideal in the USA, this party-centric 
form of candidate selection was no longer acceptable. The primaries 
were introduced to make the selection of candidates more democratic, 
fair and transparent.

After the first primaries in Florida in 1901 (DiClerico, 2000: 5), nei-
ther of the two major parties (Democrats and Republicans) immedi-
ately began to introduce primaries in all US states. It was a protracted 
process, but it was expedited by the 1968 Democratic National Con-
vention in Chicago. At the time the convention took place, the Demo-
crats had only held primary elections in 17 states (Norrander, 1992: 6 f.), 
in which the majority voted for candidates who opposed the Vietnam 
War (Gitlin, 1987: 331). Nevertheless, after the announcement by in-
cumbent President Lyndon B. Johnson that he would not be running for 
re-election, and the assassination of the promising candidate Ro bert F. 
Kennedy, Vice President Hubert Humphrey, who had not partici pated 
in the primaries, was nominated as the presidential candidate for the 
Democrats (Davis, 1997: 20).

This exclusion of the electorate from the candidate selection pro-
cess caused much protest. In order to pacify the critics of Humphrey’s 
nomination, the so-called McGovern-Fraser Commission was set up, 
which resulted in an “increase in the number of binding presidential 
primaries” (Karmack, 2009: 15). Thus, while the number of primaries 
did not change much from 1912 to 1968, it increased significantly from 
this point in 1968 onwards (see Norrander 1992: 7).

In the 1990s, both parties, Democrats and Republicans, held prima-
ries in most states. Today primaries have become a common practice 

rower sense usually consist solely of an election, caucuses typically also include 
meetings with and exchanges amongst supporters of a party. The title of this 
paper refers both to primaries in the narrower sense and caucuses.
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for both parties to select candidates for presidential and other (e.g. 
gubernatorial) elections.3

Primaries give voters the opportunity to influence political agen-
das. The Democratic Party primaries for the 2020 presidential election 
revealed that primaries are not just about the selection of candidates, 
but also about the selection of different political attitudes that a can-
didate represents. Hirano and Snyder argue that primaries are the only 
‘real’ elections in regions where one party dominates (Hirano and Sny-
der, 2019: 1 ff.). Since the USA is one of the “only nations in the world 
to hold primary elections” (Ginsberg et. al, 2011: 349), some scholars 
consider the primary elections in the United States as “the most inclu-
sive nomination process among political parties across democracies” 
(Albert and La Raja, 2020: 1): primaries are supposed to give people 
a voice in who is nominated, instead of party elites arguing over it in 
smoke-filled back rooms.4

At the same time, however, primaries are not an uncontroversial 
institution. They have emerged from struggles over participation. 
This underscores the complexity and ambivalences of the situation, to 
which we will turn now.

3. Primaries: Ambitions, Consequences 
and Ambivalences

3. 1. Equitable Representation in Primaries?

Investigating the participants in the 2020 presidential election pri-
maries reveals social-structural biases in candidate selection. In the 
USA there are 680 billionaires (Figure for 2017, Neate, 2018) among 
327 million inhabitants (Figures from 2018, Factfinder, 2019). They 
amount to 0.0002 percent of the American population. Among the last 
remaining nine possible candidates5 for the 2020 presidential elec-
tion (eight remaining from the Democratic primaries, plus the Repub-
lican incumbent Donald Trump), at the end of February 2020, three 

3 A special feature are the so-called super delegates that the Democrats have, but 
the Republicans do not. These are established politicians (for example, gover-
nors, senators or members of the House of Representatives), who are not elec-
ted in the primaries, but are still allowed to vote for the presidential candidates 
at the national convention and can decide for themselves who to vote for. Al-
though their votes have significantly less weight than the electoral delegates 
determined by the voters in the primary elections, they restrict the basic dem-
ocratic principle outlined here.

4 Presumably to represent this smoke symbolically, a picture of it has been put on 
the cover of the book “The Party Decides. Presidential Nominations Before and 
After Reform” (Cohen et. al., 2008).

5 This does not include the outsiders who ran against incumbent President Don-
ald Trump in the primaries, or those who only ran in some of the primaries.
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were billio naires (Bloomberg, Steyer and Trump). This corresponds to 
33 percent. This immense statistical over-representation of the su-
per-rich is not a coincidence, but a feature of the system, as the fol-
lowing examples illustrate.

The most prominent example is Donald Trump, whose candida-
cy 2016 was denied the support of the party establishment. The list 
of leading Republicans who spoke out against Trump before the elec-
tion is long, beginning with the former president George H. W. Bush, 
who preferred Hillary Clinton (On Bush: Samuelsohn, 2016), up to the 
2008 Republican presidential candidate John McCain (Everett, 2016). 
Before the first primaries for the presidency, Donald Trump ranked 
10th in terms of party support, and in terms of funds raised he ranked 
9th (Francia, 2018, Table I: 443). He was not supported by a single Re-
publican governor of an American state or a Congressional Repre-
sentative. In comparison, Jeb Bush, son of the 41st American president 
George H. W. Bush and brother of the 43rd American president George 
W. Bush, had support from 30 prominent Republicans (Ibid.: 442), the 
most any Republican candidate 2016 got (Ibid., Table I: 443).

The lack of support from the party and the modest donations 
would have meant the end of the race for any competitor, but Trump 
was able to continue his 2016 election campaign by spending 66 mil-
lion US dollars of his own money (Figures from Schouten, 2016 and 
Open Secrets I). This expenditure accounted for nearly 20 percent of 
his campaign costs (Figures from Open Secrets I), and made Donald 
Trump the candidate who spent the largest amount of his own money 
on his presidential campaign in American history6 (Clevidence, 2019) 
until Michael Bloomberg overtook him. By January 2020, Bloomberg 
invested 464 million US dollars from his own pocket into his election 
campaign. (Figures from Schouten, 2020.)

Donald Trump is a remarkable example of the possible effects of 
primaries not only because he was the richest American president of 
all time, but also because he was the first president in American his-
tory with no political, governmental or military experience before he 
took office.

A further example is Doug Burgum, a super-rich businessman, who 
has a personal fortune of 1.1 billion US dollars ((2020 status) — Figures 
from Starsgab. Its Shiny, 2020) and is the Governor of North Dakota. 
Like Trump, Burgum, who was elected on the same day as Trump, had 
no political experience prior to being elected to office. He was sound-
ly defeated at the North Dakota 2016 Republican State Convention, 
where it was to be decided which candidate should receive his party’s 
support. He came in third place. In the second, decisive vote, he was 

6 However, Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush each spent more money on their cam-
paign than Donald Trump, donations included. In the case of Jeb Bush, the com-
parison with Donald Trump only relates to the spending in the primaries.
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unable to secure even as little as ten percent of the party delegates’ 
votes (Forum News Service, 2016).

For Burgum to oppose the party and to continue the campaign on 
his own was only possible because he was a rich businessman who 
could afford to spend over a million US dollars (it is not entirely clear 
how large the sum was) of his own money for his election campaign. 
He spent more out of pocket than the total amount of donations from 
his supporters. His opponent emphasised that he could not compete 
with the large sum that Burgum had invested in his campaign (No-
watzki and Springer, 2016). Burgum surprised the Republican Party 
establishment, by winning the primary against all expectations and 
despite the votes of the party delegates, leaving behind the candidate 
that the party convention delegates endorsed. The executive director 
of the Republican Party in North Dakota was compelled to admit that 
he was surprised by the majority of 60 percent with which Burgum had 
won (Ibid.).

Six of the 50 American states (November 2020), 12 percent, are 
ruled by a governor who was a businessman before taking office. With 
the exception of Kevin Stitt, all of them are super-rich and (including 
Stitt) have never held a political office before. This shows that we can-
not speak of an isolated case, but rather of a phenomenon. Their names 
are J. B. Pritzker (Illinois), Doug Burgum (North Dakota), Pete Ricketts 
(Nebraska), Kevin Stitt (Oklahoma), Bill Lee (Tennessee) and Jim Justice 
(West Virginia). In one case, the wealthiest resident of the state (West 
Virginia) is also its governor (Jim Justice).

There are other cases of extremely rich politicians, such as Cle-
ment “Butch” Leroy Otter, former governor of Idaho, who possessed 
a fortune of 20.3 million US dollars at the time of his election in 2006 
(Figure of his fortune in 2006 from Open Secrets V), Bruce Rauner, 
former governor of Illinois (personal wealth of 500 million US dollars, 
some estimates are as high as a billion dollars — figures from Armen-
trout and Dudek, 2017 and McDermott, 2018), and the above mentioned 
J. B. Pritzker, the current governor of Illinois (personal wealth of 3.4 bil-
lion US dollars — figures from Armentrout and Dudek, 2017 and McDer-
mott, 2018). The 2018 election as governor of Illinois made J. B. Pritzker 
the richest politician in office in the United States, ahead of Donald 
Trump, whom he overtook (Çam, 2018).

A particularly obvious example of primaries favouring wealthy in-
dividuals is Michael Bloomberg. After several television debates among 
the Democratic presidential candidates, the multi-billionaire entered 
the competition in November 2019 and immediately spent 57 mil-
lion US dollars on television advertising (Figure from Dzhanova and 
Schwartz, 2019). Within a short period Bloomberg reached third place 
in the opinion polls7, and overtook most of the other competitors. He 

7 Opinion polls on the Democrat candidates for the 2020 presidential election.
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was (as of 12 February 2020) only 1.7 percentage points behind the la-
ter president Joe Biden in the 2020 Democratic presidential primaries 
polls (RealClearPolitics, 2020).

For many years (2000 to 2013) he was the mayor of New York City, 
as a Republican and also as an independent, although he began his po-
litical career at the Democratic Party. He is a multi-billionaire, alleged 
to have a fortune of 55.5 billion US dollars, and is the ninth richest 
person in the world (Forbes). Bloomberg was a Democratic presidential 
candidate hopeful in the 2020 presidential election, although he had 
switched to the Republicans and later became a non-partisan candi-
date during his time as the NYC mayor. He re-registered as a Democrat 
in October 2018 (Tillett, 2018). The case of Bloomberg, now a Demo-
crat, demonstrates not only that the super-rich going into politics is 
a phenomenon not limited to the Republican Party, but also that it 
overrides the rationale of party loyalty.

That super-rich candidates are overrepresented is no accident, 
but rather a feature of the system. These self-funding candidates are 
better able to meet the high campaign costs and use their opportuni-
ties in a more efficient and effective way than those who do not have 
the financial means. By privileging wealthy individuals, primaries have 
unintended consequences that are not according to their original pur-
pose of making the candidate selection process more fair and demo-
cratic.

Recently, the effect of wealth on primaries seems to have become 
more pronounced. The 2018 Congressional mid-term elections were 
the most expensive in US history (Open Secrets II and III). Since 2000, 
in fact, the candidates who had the most money won the Congressio-
nal elections in most cases. In the period from 2000 to 2018, approxi-
mately 80 percent of the Senate elections and around 90 percent of 
the elections for the House of Representatives were won by the top 
spending candidate (Open Secrets IV).

Four of the six wealthiest presidential candidates in the history of 
the USA ran for presidency from 2000 to the present: Donald Trump, 
Mitt Romney (Republican presidential candidate 2012 — wealth of 
250 million US dollars), John Kerry (Democratic presidential candidate 
2004 — wealth of 200 million US dollars) and Steve Forbes (defeated in 
the 1996 and 2000 primaries) (Abbruzzese, 2015). It should be noted 
that these statistics were calculated before Michael Bloomberg joined 
the race for the candidacy of the Democratic Party. Taking him into 
account would make the wealth effect even more dramatic.

It is here that the ambivalence of primaries becomes apparent. 
The idea of the primaries is that anyone can be elected. Yet the actual 
opportunity for everyone to participate, even without support from 
party leaders, is, in reality, unequally distributed as a consequence of 
the wealth effect. The election campaign must be financed, whether 
from donations or with the candidates’ own money. Average-earning 
citizens must gain the support of the party apparatus and/or donors 
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for their campaign. In contrast, a self-funding candidate can avoid the 
inconvenience of having to secure party backing. This privileges su-
per-rich candidates.

Hence, primaries in the USA have two effects. The first is a demo-
cratic one: anyone can stand in an election even without the support of 
a party. The second is social-structural in nature: given the high costs 
of an election campaign without support from a party or super-rich 
donors, not everyone has the same chance of being elected. Thus, the 
opportunity to be elected as a candidate is not equally accessible to 
everyone in the population. A wealthy person can more easily cope 
with a lack of support from a party or insufficient campaign donations 
because they can partially or completely finance their election cam-
paign themselves. The contrast between the purpose and the effect of 
the primaries is obvious.

3. 2. Primaries as Motors of Political Innovation?

Opportunities to stand in the primaries are obviously limited for some 
segments of society, though not entirely out of reach. For instance, 
Bernie Sanders, took second place in the Democratic primaries twice 
with mostly small donations, even though he has never been a member 
of the Democratic Party and operates as an independent, non-party 
member in the Senate (Party affiliation in Congress, see: Congress.
gov). Primaries therefore have the potential to drive political inno-
vation and introduce new faces, since outsiders and their ideas can 
achieve a measure of success and influence the parties’ political ori-
entation.

If the leaderships of the two big parties (Democrats and Repub-
licans) had had their way, a second Clinton would have run against 
a third Bush in the 2016 presidential election, i.e. Hillary Clinton against 
Jeb Bush. To many voters this confirmed the view that there was no 
real alternative, that everything was just a game rigged by established 
families, and that American politics was already showing slight aristo-
cratic tendencies. Without primaries there would have been no Bernie 
Sanders as a two-time near-presidential candidate for the Democrats 
and no Donald Trump as president, regardless of how one sees these 
people politically. Both candidates were rejected by their respective 
party elites when they stood in the 2016 presidential election. It is pos-
sible there would have been no President Barack Obama either, as the 
candidacy would have been awarded to someone from the inner circle 
of the party, probably a member of a well-known and influential poli-
tical family. It should not be overlooked that Hillary Clinton had been 
ahead of Obama for a long time in the polls for the 2008 primaries, 
and that Obama’s victory in the first of the primaries in 2008, the Iowa 
caucuses, came as a big surprise.

In terms of political ideas and agenda, one only has to remem-
ber that both Donald Trump, a Republican, and Bernie Sanders, an 
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independent running on the Democratic ticket, contradicted their own 
parties’ viewpoints on key issues. In the case of Donald Trump, the ma-
jority of the Republican Party and former Republican presidents had 
advocated globalization, free trade and free trade agreements, such 
as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with Cana da 
and Mexico (1994) and Permanent Normal Trade Relations (PNTR) with 
China (2000), but Trump took a diametrically opposite stance, namely 
that of protectionism. He addressed the consequences of these free 
trade agreements — the loss and relocation of jobs, the deindustriali-
zation in the Rust Belt states and the precarious situation of the wor-
kers in this region. Also, before Trump was elected, the Republicans 
endorsed the United States’ role as the ‘world police’, and rejected it 
after Trump took office. In addition, the majority of the Republican 
Party, including former President George W. Bush, supported the Se-
cond Iraq War in 2003, which was started during his administration, 
whereas Trump described this war as a mistake on several occasions, 
and its justification as a lie.

In the case of Bernie Sanders, it was not so much the proposal to 
abolish tuition fees, which by American standards sounded almost 
revolutionary, or the support for a Green New Deal, as the fact that 
several of his ideas moved to the centre of the Democratic Party, which 
led to a partial realignment of the party. The fact that Bernie Sanders 
has changed the Democratic Party without ever being a member, as 
“[f]or most of his career, he was seen as an eccentric, fringe player, 
a peculiarity with his antipathy for capitalism” (Friess, 2020), under-
scores the politically constitutive importance of primaries in enabling 
political innovation.

Donald Trump’s primaries and election campaign in 2016 was deli-
berately directed against the established politicians. In his own words, 
“[p]oliticians prospered, but the jobs left, and the factories closed”. He 
did not name any names, which implies that he also meant politicians 
from his own party8. Furthermore, both the Sanders and the Trump 
campaigns focused on the “forgotten men and women of our country” 
(in Trump’s words), thus raising the issue of social participation. The 
primaries can therefore change the political orientation of the parties. 
This happened with both big parties, with the Republicans in 2016 and 
with the Democrats after 2016.

Two empirical findings emerge: first, primaries favour the rich be-
cause of the campaign financing system; second, primaries enable in-
dividuals to set political agendas independently from party apparatu-
ses, thus influencing the parties’ political programmes and positions.

8 It should therefore come as no surprise that several neoconservatives from the 
Bush era took a stand against Trump.



4. Primaries: Between Democracy 
and Republic(anism)

The contradiction between the ideal behind the primary elections 
(a basic democratic concept that anyone can be elected) and their ef-
fects (chances of successfully contending for candidacy are socially 
constrained) can be engaged with more analytical depth if one adopts 
Hannah Arendt’s distinction between the republican and the demo
cratic, which she attributes to the revolutionaries of the American In-
dependence Movement (Arendt, 1977, first published 1963)9. The revo-
lutionaries were driven by a concern about “despotism of the masses” 
which they wanted to prevent (Ibid.: 156)10 and which they perceived as 
a hallmark of ancient democracy (Ibid.: 217 ff). As a result, the checks 
and balances that were supposed to limit the power of individual poli-
tical institutions were put in place.

In Arendt’s interpretation, democracy means “majority rule” ( Ibid.: 
157)11, whereas in a republic the “constitutionally guaran teed rule of law 
cannot be suspended by any majority decision” (Marchart, 2015: 159, 
my translation)12. “The Republic is that form of government in which 
positive freedom for political action is institutionalised and constitu-
tionally guaranteed.” (Marchart, 2005: 131, my translation, italics in the 
original.) Or in the words of Hannah Arendt: “[A] republic granted to 
every citizen the right to become ‘a partici pator in the government of 
affairs’, the right to be seen in action.” ( Arendt, 1977: 121)13.

“If a republic [...] is based on freedom, then democracy [...] is based 
on equality.”14 (Marchart, 2015: 167).

Against the background of Arendt’s historical reconstruction of the 
US political system, the crucial question is how primaries, which were 
becoming established during the time Arendt was writing her books, 
refer to ‘democratic’ and/or ‘republican’ rationalities. The primaries 

9 “The American revolutionary insistence on the distinction between a republic 
and a democracy or majority rule” (Arendt, 1977: 157).

10 “[T]he Founding Fathers tended to equate rule based on public opinion with 
ty ranny; democracy in this sense was to them but a newfangled form of despo-
tism.” (Arendt, 1977: 218.)

11 Elsewhere: “democracy, or rule by the majority” (Arendt, 1977: 155).

12 “[…] a republic in the sense of ‘an empire of laws and not of men’ (Harrington)” 
(Arendt, 1977: 155).

13 Arendt writes, “the confusing and confused equation of republican with demo-
cratic government dates from the nineteenth century” (Arendt, 1977: 216). In fact, 
to differentiate between a republic and a democracy is so difficult for us nowa-
days because “a republic that would not also be democracy in the modern sense 
is no longer imaginable today”, i.e. “Republicanism is only available as democratic 
republicanism.” (Both quotations from Marchart, 2005: 163, my translation. Part-
ly in italics in the original.)

14 Arendt writes about “the democratic mentality of an egalitarian society” (Arendt, 
1977: 269).
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are based on the principle of freedom, since everyone has the freedom 
to participate in them and use their own resources for the election 
campaign. Primaries thus qualify as a republican institution. However, 
they do not conform to the principle of equality, because not everyone 
actually has the same opportunities to participate successfully, hence, 
they are not democratic.

The primaries claim to be a democratic institution within the re-
publican idiom, and at the same time they preclude democracy in the 
sense of unequal conditions of participation. Freedom and equality 
are mutually exclusive: If equal opportunities were created, and every 
participant in the primaries had the same resources available for the 
election campaign, the principle of freedom, i.e. that everyone could 
use as much money for the election campaign as they wanted and were 
able to raise, would be restricted. With this in mind, primaries can be 
either democratic or republican, but not both.

The republican expectations from the primaries are therefore dif-
ferent from the democratic ones. Unequal representation of various 
groups and subsets of population among candidates in primaries is 
problematic, yet I would argue that it is even more problematic if the 
population has no influence on the selection of candidates and can 
only choose among those candidates the parties offer them. Primaries 
give the population democratic influence at a very early stage in the 
election process. Anyone can participate in them, which constitutes 
equality in principle and is therefore in accordance with democra tic 
standards. Nobody is excluded from participation from the outset. 
Americans are certainly very familiar with the following words from 
the Declaration of Independence: “[A]ll men are created equal”. There-
fore, in principle, it is not allowed to exclude anyone. This has practical 
relevance — in a number of voting systems, participation is, in prin
ciple, excluded from the outset.

The electoral system in Germany can be taken as an example. 
Since the SPD (Social Democratic Party of Germany) can no longer be 
considered a major party (Volkspartei)15 after the great loss of votes in 
the last elections, the CDU (Christian Democratic Union of Germany) 
remains the only major party in the country. Therefore, the CDU (to-
gether with their fraternal party CSU (Christian Social Union), which 
only competes in Bavaria, where the CDU does not compete16), should 
receive presumably the most votes in a federal election. In turn, the 
person chosen as the candidate for the chancellor by the Union Par-
ties, an alliance of the CDU and CSU, has a very good chance of beco-
ming Federal Chancellor.

15 A major or people’s party (German: Volkspartei), is open to many social groups 
and therefore wins a large share of votes in elections. Traditionally, the Union 
Parties CDU/CSU and the SPD (Social Democratic Party of Germany) were de-
signated as such.

16 In Bavaria, the CSU can be considered a people’s party too.



66  |   R A L F J E R E M I A S

The selection of the Union Parties’ candidate for the office of the 
chancellor for the 2021 German federal election (Bundestagswahl) was 
decided internally by the two fraternal parties in their inner circle of 
power. The population, even the majority of CDU and CSU party mem-
bers, had no possibility to influence this decision. They could not par-
ticipate in this far-reaching decision, for example by voting in a primary 
election. One possible consequence of this was that the more popular 
candidate of the Union, who had “great sympathy on the grassroots 
level” (Jerabek, 2021, my translation) and better poll results (Popp, 2021), 
was not selected as the party’s candidate for the federal election.

Similar was the case of the Green Party (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen), 
which is now, months before the federal elections, on a par with the 
CDU/CSU in the polls and is on the way to become a major party in 
its own right.17 Here the two party leaders decided which one of them 
should be the candidate for the chancellorship in the German federal 
election 2021, but without primaries, as in the case of the CDU/CSU 
alliance. So it is hardly surprising that most respondents (41.9 percent) 
in a survey said that they did not consider either the CDU/CSU or the 
Green Party candidate to be suitable for the chancellorship. (About the 
survey: Sabin, 2021).

This means that insufficient participation in candidate selection, 
or none at all, restricts both freedom and equality, makes participa-
tion impossible and is therefore neither democratic nor republican, but 
simply elitist. The historical overview in chapter 2 and this comparison 
with Germany show one thing — if the party elites alone determine the 
candidates, it does not mean more democracy, but an exclusion from 
participation. Thus not holding primaries is not a solution, if the goal is 
popular participation in politics. Without primaries, citizens’ choices 
are limited: they only have their say after others have made a pre-se-
lection for them. Hannah Arendt also emphasises this when she writes:

“[N]either the people in general nor the political scientists in particular 
have left much doubt that the parties, because of their monopoly of 
nomination, cannot be regarded as popular organs, but that they are, 
on the contrary, the very efficient instruments through which the 
power of the people is curtailed and controlled.” (Arendt, 1977: 261).

Also: 

“[I]n modern party government, where the voter can only consent or 
refuse to ratify a choice which (with the exception of the American 
primaries) is made without him” (Ibid.: 268).

17 So far, the Green Party could only be considered a major party on the strength of 
opinion polls and surveys. It remains to be seen whether it will manage to attain 
the major party status in the 2021 parliamentary elections.
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Because primaries make participation possible, they are not only 
more republican, but also more democratic than other candidate selec-
tion options. Primaries are therefore, in principle, both a republican 
and a democratic, a reasonable and good institution.

Another politically significant aspect of primaries that can be 
stressed with the help of Arendt’s analytical distinction between 
a republic and a democracy is the aspect of innovative impulses gi-
ven by individuals to the political parties and the political system, as 
described in chapter 3.2. This capacity of primaries can certainly be 
regarded as democratic; actually, hardly anything could be more de-
mocratic, as this happens through the process of elections. The ques-
tion is then, how this capacity relates to republican ideas. According 
to Arendt, “a republic granted to every citizen the right to become 
‘a participator in the government of affairs’, the right to be seen in ac-
tion” (Ibid.: 121) — and this is exactly what primaries make possible. 
Therefore, primaries are also a republican asset.

As can be seen from the last quote, for Arendt the political is not 
least a ‘space of appearance’ for political actors18, from the town hall 
meetings19 to the political events of today, whilst for figures like Trump 
the political space is precisely a ‘space of appearance’ — his town hall 
was Twitter.

It is therefore a substantial part of a republic — and the USA claims 
to be one — that people can and are allowed to enter a political ‘space 
of appearance’, which is exactly what primaries make possible. And in 
the US primaries, Arendt’s ‘space of appearance’ is engendered be-
cause the candidates enter into it. Even “the men of the American Re-
vo lution […] knew that the public realm in a republic was constituted 
by an exchange of opinion between equals” (Ibid.: 83).

Nevertheless, this reveals a new problem and another ambiva-
lence: this opportunity to enter the political ‘space of appearance’ is 
seized more often by wealthy individuals (mostly businessmen). Han-
nah Arendt herself would probably not have a solution to this prob-
lem, because her concept of ‘space of appearance’ does not reflect 
social-structural imbalances. The fact that in the contemporary USA 
wealthy businessmen more often use the republican opportunity to 
enter the ‘space of appearance’ can be traced back to the Founding 
Fathers, among whom wealthy businessmen were overrepresented. 
Seen from this angle, today’s conditions in the USA are not surpri-
sing, but a consequence of how the USA as a state was constructed by 

18 “The space of appearance comes into being wherever men are together in the 
manner of speech and action” (Arendt, 1958: 199).

19 “[T]he inhabitants of the [Thirteen British] [C]olonies [in North America] were 
‘formed by law into corporations, or bodies politic’, and possessed ‘the right to 
assemble… in their town halls, there to deliberate upon the public affairs’; it was 
‘in these assemblies of towns or districts that the sentiments of the people were 
formed in the first place’.” (Ibid.: 109. The quote is from Tocqueville.)
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its founders, although they certainly could not have foreseen today’s 
political and general circumstances in a time without Twitter, TV and 
internet, with comparably low election campaign costs. Unequal ac-
cess to the republican ‘space of appearance’ is another incongruity of 
the primary elections in the USA.

5. Conclusion: Primaries as an Ambivalent 
yet Reasonable Institution

This paper has identified a number of ambivalences in the US primaries 
which amounted to a complex conclusion. First, primaries are demo-
cratic in principle because all can vote and all can stand for election. 
Second, the democratic capacity of primaries is limited, because they 
do not lead to a balanced representation of all strata of the population 
among the candidates but rather favour the rich in the existing cam-
paign financing system. Third, they help bring new ideas into party 
politics. Fourth, republican as well as democratic political rationales 
are entangled in complex ways in the institution of the US primaries.

In conclusion, it can be said that the most significant aspect of pri-
mary elections is their constitutive function of permitting, in principle, 
everyone, regardless of party affiliation, to run for political office and 
enter the ‘space of appearance’, even as they privilege rich individuals 
who can finance their campaigns themselves under the current cam-
paign financing system. Primaries are problematic in terms of their 
current effects, but their advantages outweigh the disadvantages be-
cause they combine and institutionally solidify both republican and 
democratic principles.

We thus arrive at a paradoxical present-day diagnosis of ‘democra-
cy in America’ (Tocqueville): Primaries are on the one hand a good in-
stitution according to both democratic and republican standards, but 
on the other hand, they obviously cannot solve all problems. In their 
own specific way they even produce specific kinds of problems.

The most important of these problems is, currently, the advan-
tage enjoyed by super-rich candidates, which was the starting point of 
this article. The objection to this privilege of the super-rich does not, 
in principle, speak against primaries, but in favour of the introduc-
tion of rules for their implementation, just as in other areas of life (e.g. 
sport, road traffic). This would also make selecting candidates more 
de mocratic. For instance, it would provide a legal basis for limiting the 
amount of own money candidates may spend on their election cam-
paign, as well as the total campaign expenditure.
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