RRP Open Primaries (Overview)

Open primaries are a voting system in which any registered voter, regardless of party
affiliation, can participate in choosing a party’s nominee during the primary election. This
contrasts with closed primaries, where only voters registered with the specific party (e.g.,
Republicans) can vote in that party’s primary. For "Republicans In Name Only" (RINOs)—a
term used to describe Republicans perceived as insufficiently conservative or too willing to
compromise with Democrats—open primaries can provide a structural advantage in
maintaining their elected positions. The mechanism lies in how open primaries broaden
the electorate, diluting the influence of a party’s ideological base and amplifying the power
of moderate or crossover voters who might favor a less dogmatic candidate.

In a closed primary, the electorate is typically more partisan, consisting solely of registered
Republicans. This setup often benefits candidates who appeal strongly to the party’s
core—frequently the mostideologically committed conservatives, especially in today’s
Republican Party, where the base leans heavily rightward on issues like immigration, taxes,
and social policy. A conservative firebrand might win with a plurality (say, 40%) in a
crowded field, even if the majority of voters prefer more moderate options but split their
votes. RINOs, who tend to take centrist stances or occasionally buck party orthodoxy, can
struggle in this environment because they may not energize the base enough to secure the
nomination.

Open primaries flip this dynamic. By allowing independents and even Democrats to vote in
the Republican primary, the pool of voters becomes more diverse and often less
ideologically rigid. RINOs can leverage this by campaigning on broader appeal—focusing
on pragmatism, bipartisanship, or issues that resonate beyond the conservative faithful,
like economic stability or local concerns. Independent voters, who often lean moderate,
and strategic Democrats, who might prefer a less extreme Republican opponentin the
general election, can tip the scales in favor of the RINO over a hardline conservative. This
doesn’t mean RINOs always win, but it gives them a fighting chance in districts or states
where the closed-primary base might otherwise reject them.

Additionally, open primaries can act as a buffer against the increasing polarization of party
primaries. In recent decades, Republican primaries have trended toward rewarding
candidates who align with the party’s right wing—think Tea Party insurgents in the 2010s or
Trump-endorsed figures today. RINOs, who might oppose sweeping tax cuts for the
wealthy, support infrastructure deals, or criticize party leaders, often face uphill battles in
this climate. Open primaries mitigate this by letting them build a coalition that includes
voters outside the party’s activist core, who are less likely to punish them for deviating from
orthodoxy.
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RRP Open Primaries (Overview)

Example: Lindsey Graham in South Carolina, 2008

South Carolina uses an open primary system, meaning any voter can choose to vote in the
Republican primary regardless of their own affiliation. In 2008, Senator Lindsey Graham
faced a primary challenge from more conservative opponents who criticized him for his
willingness to work across the aisle—on issues like immigration reform and judicial
nominations—which earned him the RINO label among some Republicans. In a closed
primary, Graham might have been vulnerable; the state’s Republican base was already
showing signs of shifting rightward, a trend that would accelerate in later years.

However, the open primary allowed Graham to benefit from a wider electorate.
Independent voters, who make up a significant portion of South Carolina’s voting
population, and even some Democrats, who might have seen Graham as a preferable
general-election opponent to a staunch conservative, could cast ballots in the Republican
primary. Graham leaned into his reputation as a practical, experienced senator,
emphasizing national security (a strong suit as a member of the Armed Services
Committee) and constituent services over ideological purity. He won the primary
comfortably with over 66% of the vote, avoiding a runoff, despite grumbling from the right
wing of his party. The open primary gave him access to voters who valued his moderation or
simply didn’t want a more extreme alternative, helping him stay in office.

Broader Implications

Graham’s case isn’t unique. Open primaries in states like New Hampshire and Michigan
have historically aided moderates like John McCain (2000 presidential primary) or
governors like Ohio’s John Kasich, who faced conservative pressure but held onto power by
appealing beyond the base. Critics of open primaries—often conservatives—argue they
undermine party sovereignty, letting “outsiders” influence a Republican nominee.
Supporters counter that they produce candidates better suited to win general elections in
swing areas, where pure partisanship might falter. For Above RINOs, the system offers a
lifeline: they don’t need to win over the entire conservative base—they just need enough of
it, plus a chunk of the middle, to outlast their rivals.
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