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The Iowa caucuses are 14 days away, with the New Hampshire primary 
five days later. And what follows from there won't be pretty. The way 
Americans are selecting our presidential candidates in 2008 is, frankly, 
a mess.

The first problem is the overall length of the campaign. There are few 
more demanding physical activities than running for president, other 
than military training or athletics at a very high level -- and this will be the longest presidential 
contest on record. The first candidate this season announced Dec. 12, 2006; virtually all the 
Democrats declared by late January, and almost every Republican by mid-March. So next fall we'll 
elect a president who's spent two years rocketing around the country in an aluminum tube and 
sleeping in strange hotel rooms on a brutal, exhausting campaign trail.

This gives America the longest leadership selection contest in the democratic world.

It wasn't always like this. Bill Clinton announced for 
president on Oct. 3, 1991. At this point in the 1992 
presidential contest, he'd been a candidate for 10 weeks. 
George W. Bush made his first campaign speech on June 12, 
1999. At this point in the 2000 race, he'd been a candidate for 
just over five months.

In 2008 voting will also begin earlier than ever. In 2000, the 
Iowa caucuses were held Jan. 24. This time, they'll be Jan. 3. 

For the first time, some New Year's partygoers will still be nursing hangovers when they caucus.

Yet despite the seemingly endless campaign, the nomination contest will be settled quicker than ever. 
In 2000, there were seven contests in five weeks beginning with Iowa. This time here will be contests 
in 32 states in roughly the same amount of time.

Two days after Iowa's contest on Thursday, Jan. 3, Wyoming Republicans will caucus on Saturday, 
Jan. 5. New Hampshire holds its primary on the next Tuesday, Jan. 8. On Jan. 15, Michigan votes, 
followed by Nevada's caucuses and the South Carolina Republican primary on Jan. 19. Hawaii 
Republicans start a two-week voting period Jan. 25 and South Carolina Democrats vote on Jan. 26. 
Florida goes to the polls Jan. 29 and Maine Republicans caucus on Feb. 1. Then, in a rush, there will 
be 23 contests on Tuesday, Feb. 5. What candidate can effectively campaign in more than a handful of 
the 32 states voting in the first month?

In the presidential 2000 race, 25% of the delegates were selected by March 7, 50% by March 14, and 
75% of the Democratic delegates by April 4 and 75% of the Republican delegates by May 2. This 
time around, the 25% and 50% thresholds will be crossed on Feb. 5, and by March 4 over 75% of the 
delegates will be selected.
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Cutting the length of the primary season by more than half by jamming the contests together raises the 
likelihood of a bandwagon developing for the candidate who wins the first few contests. This would 
allow a candidate to sweep to victory in the subsequent contests that rapidly follow because all that 
voters will see is his (or her) face on the evening news and in the papers.

Remember: Few Americans have seen these candidates up close, except voters in Iowa, New 
Hampshire and South Carolina. In an abbreviated primary season, the weight these early state voters 
carry is even more exaggerated. Both parties could end up with a candidate chosen in haste and 
repented of at great cost.

If primaries and caucuses were spread out with weeks, not days and hours, between them, then voters 
in more states could learn more about the candidates. Candidates would have more time to come back 
from an early loss to a contender who was briefly the flavor of the moment in one state.

Candidates would also benefit from having more time to think about the big, important things they 
want to do for the country. The process side of politics is now undermining the intellectual side. It 
was revealing that at a health-care forum last March, Sen. Barack Obama admitted he didn't have a 
health-care plan but promised to have one by this January.

In addition, the current process increases pressure on candidates to narrowly focus on the concerns of 
their party's activists in the early states. This crowds out other important things that tell the voters 
who they are. It's hard for candidates to resist. For example, then Texas Gov. George W. Bush spoke 
early in the primary season about rallying the armies of compassion to confront hopelessness of spirit 
and condition. This wasn't a "base theme." Rather, it was an appeal to all Americans. His primary 
opponents criticized his focus on compassion. But Mr. Bush rejected any retreat from the theme, an 
action that served him well in the general election. Now, because of the calendar, many candidates 
feel forced to devote much of their rhetoric and time to appealing to a faction in their party.

Is it really good or fair for so much of America to outsource its candidate selection to activists in a 
handful of the states at the front of this clipped process?

A longer primary process would give more Americans a chance to make a considered decision about 
who should be president. The process could still honor the role of Iowa, New Hampshire and South 
Carolina, but give other states the opportunity to more fully participate in the selection of our 
nominees.

There will be a vast stretch of time between when each nomination is likely to be secured (early 
February) and the conventions where they are ratified (Aug. 25-28 for the Democrats and Sept. 1-4 
for the Republicans). Let's not kid ourselves: Next year, the general election starts in earnest on Feb. 
6.

A general election campaign that lasts nine months will bore (even more than it has in the past) the 
American people. It will certainly work to the disadvantage of the better-known candidate, who could 
appear as yesterday's news and uninteresting when compared to a fresh face. Some of the candidates 
already seem like overly familiar figures -- and not a single vote has yet been cast.

The media will be partly to blame. By next spring (at the latest), journalists will have tired of the 
candidates and their messages and demand they say or do something new, different and controversial, 
or they will be made to suffer. The result of all this is that we're putting pressure on candidates to act 
in ways that have nothing to do with how well they will govern. The purpose of a campaign ought to 
be the opposite.

It's too late to do anything about 2008, but Americans deserve better next time. One answer might be 
to create a series of days on which states across the country could hold their primaries or caucuses. 
These contest days would be spread out over the winter and spring. Each day would have a mix of 
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states, representing different regions of the country. Rep. Sander Levin (D., Mich.) and Sen. Bill 
Nelson (D., Fla.) have introduced legislation along these lines. There are also proposals from the state 
secretaries of state and groups of leaders in both parties. Perhaps a reform structure could be arrived 
at by the two major parties and their rules, without requiring congressional action.

Longer, earlier and shorter -- at least when it comes to selecting our presidential candidates -- is not in 
the country's best interests. The presidential primary mayhem and next year's seemingly endless 
general election campaign will be compelling evidence for reform.

Mr. Rove is a former senior adviser and deputy chief of staff to President George W. Bush.
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