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Chapter 1



The not-so-invisible ‘invisible primary’
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What you need to know




•  The invisible primary is the term used to refer to the events in the year prior to a presidential election, before the actual primaries and caucuses begin.


•  It is called ‘invisible’ because, traditionally, events that occurred during this period could not actually be seen. They occurred mostly behind the scenes, out of the eye of the media.


•  The important things that a would-be candidate needs to concentrate on during this period are increasing name recognition, raising money and putting together the necessary state-based organisation.


•  The media now play an increasingly important role during this period by staging intra-party televised debates between the would-be candidates.


•  The candidate leading in opinion polls at the end of the invisible primary often goes on to become that party’s presidential nominee, thus enhancing the importance of the invisible primary.
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Setting the scene


The election of 2012 — like those of 1984, 1992, 1996 and 2004 — featured a president running for re-election. This always gives the race a different character from those in which no incumbent is running — those, for example, of 2000 and 2008. For a start, the incumbent president usually — though not always — gains the nomination of his own party without any serious competition. That was the case for Ronald Reagan in 1984, Bill Clinton in 1996 and George W. Bush in 2004, though not for George H. W. Bush in 1992. In 2012, President Obama did not have to fight for re-nomination. That put him at an immediate advantage for he could save all his hard-raised cash for the general election campaign, spending hardly a cent in the primaries where he was virtually unopposed.


It is no coincidence that historically incumbent presidents who are not challenged for their own party’s nomination go on to win in November, while those who do have to fight for re-nomination — President Ford in 1976, President Carter in 1980 and President Bush in 1992 — all went on to lose in the general election. So the first effect President Obama’s running for re-election had on the 2012 election was that all the attention in the primaries was on the Republicans.


The second effect an incumbent president often has on the race is a shorter than usual list of candidates for the challenging party. It is a simple historical fact that presidents usually win a second term. Between 1796 and 2004, 30 presidents ran for re-election of whom 21 won and just 9 lost, with Ford, Carter and the first Bush being the only presidential losers in the last 75 years (Table 1.1). Because the odds are stacked against a win by the challenging party, some prospective top-tier candidates may decide to sit out the race, waiting for a more propitious election cycle — perhaps in 4 years’ time.


Table 1.1 Presidents losing re-election bid






	Presidents losing re-election bid

	Date






	John Quincy Adams

	1828






	Martin Van Buren

	1840






	Grover Cleveland

	1888






	Benjamin Harrison

	1892






	William Howard Taft

	1912






	Herbert Hoover

	1932






	Gerald Ford

	1976






	Jimmy Carter

	1980






	George H. W. Bush

	1992







The Republican candidates


Table 1.2 lists the eight Republicans who announced that they would not be running in 2012. Most of these would have aspired to be top-tier candidates had they decided to run. Four incumbent governors — Bobby Jindal of Louisiana, Haley Barbour of Mississippi, Mitch Daniels of Indiana and Chris Christie of New Jersey — all announced their non-candidacies. ‘I’m not running for president in 2012, period,’ stated Governor Jindal nearly 2 years before the election. ‘I will not be a candidate for president next year,’ announced Governor Barbour in April 2011. ‘Now is not my time,’ stated Governor Christie after a late surge to draft him seemed to be gathering momentum late in 2011.


But even without the eight potential candidates listed in Table 1.2, there were plenty of would-be Republican candidates ready to throw their hats into the ring. Of the dozen names listed in Table 1.3 there were probably only four who seemed to qualify as potentially top-tier candidates.


Table 1.2 Republicans who announced their non-candidacies






	Name

	Date announced not running






	Governor Bobby Jindal

	16 November 2010







	Senator John Thune

	22 February 2011







	Governor Haley Barbour

	25 April






	Ex-Governor Mike Huckabee

	14 May






	Donald Trump

	16 May






	Governor Mitch Daniels

	22 May






	Governor Chris Christie

	4 October






	Ex-Governor Sarah Palin

	5 October







Table 1.3 Republican candidates: dates entering and leaving the race






	Name

	Date announced candidacy (2011)

	Date ended bid






	Ex-Governor Gary Johnson

	21 April

	28 December 2011*






	Ex-Rep. Newt Gingrich

	11 May

	2 May 2012






	Rep. Ron Paul

	13 May

	14 May 2012






	Herman Cain

	21 May

	3 December 2011






	Ex-Governor Tim Pawlenty

	23 May

	14 August 2011






	Ex-Governor Mitt Romney

	2 June

	[eventual nominee]






	Ex-Senator Rick Santorum

	6 June

	10 April 2012






	Rep. Michele Bachmann

	13 June

	4 January 2012






	Ex-Governor Jon Huntsman

	21 June

	16 January 2012






	Rep. Thaddeus McCotter

	2 July

	22 September 2011






	Ex-Governor Buddy Roemer

	21 July

	22 February 2012






	Governor Rick Perry

	13 August

	19 January 2012







* became Libertarian Party presidential candidate


Newt Gingrich was a former speaker of the House of Representatives and had been largely responsible for the stunning victory of his party in the congressional mid-term elections back in 1994. But Gingrich always courted controversy whether in his private or political life. At 51, Tim Pawlenty had just completed two terms as governor of Minnesota and was highly regarded as an astute politician. It was therefore something of a surprise that his candidacy lasted less than 3 months, being the first to exit the field over 4 months before voting began in the primaries and caucuses. Governor Rick Perry of Texas was another Republican whose candidacy virtually crash landed on take-off. The last entrant into the race, Perry lasted a mere 5 months before bowing to the inevitable. And then there was Mitt Romney.


It seemed relatively inconceivable that any of the other eight names would end up as the Republicans’ presidential candidate of 2012, though that’s not to say that even no-hopers such as Herman Cain, Ron Paul and Michele Bachmann did not have their 15 minutes of fame as the contest wound its weary way from debate to debate through the latter half of 2011.


The invisible primary


The so-called invisible primary is the period before the voting begins in the primaries and caucuses. In terms of dates it is therefore pretty much synonymous with the calendar year before the election year — 2011 in this case. When the term was coined back in the 1970s it was said to be ‘invisible’ because there was nothing much to see, though that is less true nowadays. The main features of this period have always been:




•  official declaration of candidacies — or non-candidacies


•  fundraising


•  putting together the necessary organisation, especially in those states holding early or key caucuses/primaries


•  increasing name recognition





In recent election cycles there have been a series of televised debates in which the candidates of one party take part. In 2007, as both parties were seeking to nominate a new candidate, there were both Democratic and Republican debates. But in 2011 there were only debates between the would-be Republican candidates. These debates have become more numerous and potentially more important in each successive election cycle. They also make the term ‘invisible primary’ rather inappropriate as there is now much — some would say, too much — to see during this period of the pre-nomination cycle.


Table 1.4 shows the schedule of 15 Republican debates which were held before a single vote was cast in any state caucus or primary. Most were held in those states holding the key early primaries and caucuses — Iowa (4), New Hampshire (2), South Carolina (2) and Florida (2). Five of the debates were sponsored by the conservative cable television station Fox News, with CNN sponsoring four.


Table 1.4 Republican candidate debates held before the Iowa caucuses








	Date (2011)

	Sponsor

	Venue

	Number of candidates participating






	5 May

	Fox News

	Greenville, South Carolina

	5






	13 June

	CNN

	Manchester, New Hampshire

	7






	11 August

	Fox News

	Ames, Iowa

	8






	7 September

	NBC News

	Reagan Library, California

	8






	12 September

	CNN

	Tampa, Florida

	8






	22 September

	Fox News

	Orlando, Florida

	9






	11 October

	Washington Post

	Hanover, New Hampshire

	8






	18 October

	CNN

	Las Vegas, Nevada

	7






	9 November

	CNBC

	Rochester, Michigan

	8






	12 November

	CBS News

	Spartanburg, South Carolina

	8






	19 November

	The Family Leader

	Des Moines, Iowa

	6






	22 November

	CNN

	Washington DC

	8






	3 December

	Fox News

	New York City

	6






	10 December

	ABC News

	Des Moines, Iowa

	6






	15 December

	Fox News

	Sioux City, Iowa

	7
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The hallmark of the Republican nomination contest was the number of candidates who led the field in the seemingly endless cycle of opinion polls. Taking the poll of polls as put together by the website Real Clear Politics (www.realclearpolitics.com) the lead changed five times in the last 5 months of 2011 (Table 1.5) — and it changed another five times during the first 2 months of 2012. Seven different candidates — Romney, Bachmann, Perry, Cain, Gingrich, Paul and Santorum — led the field in the 6 months between August 2011 and February 2012 as Republicans seemed to be searching desperately for a truly conservative candidate to put up against President Obama. It seemed that the Republican rank and file wanted anyone but Romney.


Table 1.5 Poll leaders in Real Clear Politics poll of polls, August to December 2011






	Date (2011)

	Poll leader

	Percentage






	15 August

	Mitt Romney

	19.6






	12 September

	Rick Perry

	31.8






	9 October

	Mitt Romney

	21.8






	10 November

	Herman Cain

	25.2






	10 December

	Newt Gingrich

	33.3







The first to emerge as the not-the-Romney candidate was the unlikely figure of Michele Bachmann, the House member from Minnesota’s 6th Congressional District, a true conservative, Tea Party favourite and evangelical Christian. Ms Bachmann shot to prominence by winning the Ames Straw Poll in Iowa on 13 August 2011 — now a traditional event in the Republican Party’s invisible primary calendar. But the Bachmann bubble soon burst and she quit the race immediately after her sixth place finish in the Iowa caucuses in January 2012.


One evening in Rochester


With Bachmann’s star quickly fading, it was Rick Perry who emerged in October as the rising star in the Republican contest. But Perry fell foul of the televised debates in which his halting performances were a significant impediment. It was in the ninth of these debates, in Rochester, Michigan, on 9 November, that Governor Perry hit the rocks. Here is how Perry’s debate — and campaign — fell apart in conversation with panellist John Harwood of CNBC:




RICK PERRY: And I’ll tell you, it’s three agencies of government when I get [to Washington] that are gone, Commerce, Education and the — what’s the third one there? Let’s see. [Audience laughter]







RON PAUL: You need five.







PERRY: Oh, five, OK.







PAUL: Yes.







PERRY: So Commerce, Education, and the —







VOICE OFF: EPA? [Environmental Protection Agency]







PERRY: EPA, there you go. No. [Laughter. Cheering and applause]







HARWOOD: Seriously, is the EPA the one you were talking about?







PERRY: No, Sir. No, Sir. We were talking about the agencies of government I would do away with, the Education, the —







VOICE OFF: Commerce.







PERRY: Commerce, and let’s see. I can’t. The third one. Sorry. Oops.





It was painful to watch. Most human beings felt for Perry as they had done for other high-profile politicians who had either been embarrassed or embarrassed themselves in the public arena of a televised debate. But moments like this are much more significant when they reinforce previously held views of the candidate. Back in 1984, the great communicator Ronald Reagan could stumble and blather through a 90-minute debate with his opponent Walter Mondale and still go on to win 49 states less than a month later. But here’s how PBS News Hour’s political editor David Chalian saw things the following day when asked how much damage had been done to the Perry campaign:




Well, I think, if it were any other candidate, the damage might be limited, because everybody can understand having a total mental lapse like that. We have all been in positions like that. The problem for Rick Perry is that a moment like that feeds into a larger narrative about his campaign. The debates have been a major trouble spot for him. From the moment he got into the race, he has looked unprepared and unable to debate his competitors on the stage. This was by far the worst flub he had. And that just feeds into the notion that he’s not ready for prime time.





Perry had shot from late-starter in August to poll leader by mid-September, but his campaign was already faltering before he failed to recall the name of the Department of Energy — that elusive third agency of government which he had wanted to abolish. His campaign never recovered.
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