Political Parties: Connecting Us
to the Electoral Process

CHAPTER

Chapter Outline

6.1 Introduction
6.2 Why Two Parties?
6.3 Party Systems
6.4  The Party in Government
6.5 The Party in the Electorate
Chapter Review
Key Terms
Resources
Notes

Source: Christos Georghiou/Shutterstock

Learning Objectives
When you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:

B Define political parties.

B Explain why America’s two-party system is consistent with its electoral
mechanisms and public opinion.

B Identify third parties as either ideological, single-issue, or splinter parties,
and explain why they rarely compete successfully for elected offices.

B Define the term party system, and identify the key characteristics of the six
party systems that have arisen since parties emerged in the late eighteenth
century.

B [dentify the relationship between realignments and the demise of party
systems.

B Explain why the post-1960s political era may be understood as a period of
dealignment.

B Distinguish between the party in government and the party in the
electorate.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Define political parties.

6.1 Introduction

What exactly is going on in this photo? It’s the serious business of formally ratifying the
selection of a candidate who will seek to become the most powerful person in the world
and crafting the positions on which he or she will campaign. So, why is this person
wearing an Uncle Sam costume? Because politics in America is and always has
been a blend of fun and responsibility, spectacle and power, sideshow and serious
deal making.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced the formal nomination of the 2020 presidential
candidates to go virtual, but prior to that the quadrennial celebration of partisanship
known as national political party conventions was a long-established tradition. This
individual was among many who streamed into Cleveland for the 2016 Republican
National Convention. His outfit may not exactly seem presidential, but it allowed
him to get involved in the fun of politics. If the essence of democracy is self-
expression, then political party conventions like this one are bastions of democracy.
It may not always be dignified, but you can probably see how political parties can
provide an important link between ordinary people and the political process.

A political party, in the words of political scientist Leon Epstein, is “any group,
however loosely organized, seeking to elect government officeholders under a
given label.”! There are other definitions as well, but they hold in common the idea
that parties are organized groups that share the desire to win power by contesting
elections. If you take away the requirement about trying to elect officeholders,
and instead talk about organized groups that try to influence the political process,
you’ll end up with something closer to the interest groups we’ll be talking about in
Chapter 8. Parties are about political competition, about winning and losing, and
through our involvement in that competition, they can connect us to the electoral

A participant displays his patriotic feelings at process.

the 2016 Republican National Convention.

Source: a katz/Shutterstock, Inc.

political party: An organized
group of individuals with
common interests seeking to
gain power in government

by electing officials to public
office.

electorate: The portion of
the public eligible to vote in
elections.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Explain why America’s two-
party system is consistent with
its electoral mechanisms and
public opinion.

Even though political parties are organized groups, that doesn’t mean that
they’re tightly integrated. Parties exist at all levels of our federal system, and state
and local parties can exercise a fair amount of autonomy from national parties.
There are also different venues for parties, where they perform unrelated functions: in
government, where Republicans and Democrats want to fulfill different legislative agen-
das, and among ordinary people in the electorate, where Republicans, Democrats, and
a host of smaller parties run campaigns to compete in elections. So, it’s fair to say that
parties are organizations, but not hierarchical ones.

In the United States, two parties dominate the political landscape. That’s not the case
in other countries, though, and we’re going to take a look at why. In fact, two parties have
competed in elections in this country since its founding, and we’re going to take a look
back at that history to lend some perspective to where today’s parties come from. Once
we do that, we’ll talk about the government and campaign venues where parties do most
of their work, to get a sense of how they’re set up and how they operate.

Since a big part of party activity is running political campaigns and competing in elec-
tions, we’ll also take some time to look at how that works. Campaigns are complex, mul-
tistage enterprises that engage political parties and the mass media, and therefore require
a lot of attention and explanation. So, we’ll devote Chapter 7 to examining them.

6.2 Why Two Parties?

There’s something that seems natural about the idea of two parties in competition, like
two baseball or basketball teams facing off against each other. But, in truth, two political
parties competing against each other is something that doesn’t happen in most nations.
Great Britain has two major parties and multiple minor parties represented in Parliament.
Thirteen parties are represented in the 120-seat [sraeli Knesset. Italy boasts one dozen
parties. You can find an overview of the wide range of viable political parties competing
for power in governments around the world in Global Topics: Other Political Systems.
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GLOBAL TOPICS

Other Political Systems

Five parties? Seven parties? You can find nations
around the globe boasting many actively engaged
political parties that participate in elections with the
expectation that they will share in governing. Zero par-
ties? You can find that too (notice nations in the Mid-
dle East where political parties are forbidden to form).
What you can’t find much of is what we have in the
United States—two parties competing against each
other in a system where no other party has a realistic

it has. Tiny Iceland has multiple parties. So does Haiti.
But, China only permits one party, as did the former
Soviet Union.

Look at Figure 6.1 and notice how many political
systems either clamp down on the formation of politi-
cal parties or have a large number of functioning small
parties. It should give you a sense that a system of two
major parties competing for power is unusual, even
though it feels natural to many Americans.

chance of governing.
Likewise, there is no apparent relationship between
the size of a nation and the number of political parties

So, what is it about the United States that supports just two parties in regular competi-
tion? There are several explanations.

6.2a Winner-Take-All Elections

What would happen in a basketball game if we decided to award a partial victory to the
team that scored the second-largest number of points? Suddenly, you wouldn’t have to
win in order to be competitive. If we extended the rule to award a partial victory, say, to
any number of teams that could score at least fifty points, we might end up with a lot of
basketball teams on the same court trying to score their points before the clock ran out.

Sound silly? Perhaps—but that’s pretty much the way election rules work in nations
with proportional representation, where voters select the party of their choice, and rep-
resentation in the legislature is awarded in rough equivalency to each party’s percentage
of the total. Proportional representation systems feature multimember districts, meaning
several people, typically of different parties, represent one district. Any party receiving
more than a minimum percentage of the vote—which may be as low as 10 percent—is eli-
gible for representation in the legislature, so it makes sense that many parties will take a
shot at electoral competition. Proportional representation systems are popular in Europe,
which helps explain why so many European nations have multiparty systems, with a
large number of active parties successfully competing for a role in government.

The United States does things differently. The American two-party system discour-
ages many parties from forming because the standard for being represented in government
is nothing short of complete electoral victory. Unlike proportional representation systems,
the American winner-take-all system awards all the representation to the candidate of
the party that wins a plurality of votes, which simply means that the candidate has to win
the most votes. He or she doesn’t even need to win a majority of votes or more than half.
In a winner-take-all system, just win one more vote than the next candidate, and you get to
be the lone representative from your single-member district, which is represented only
by the candidate of that winning party.

There’s a pronounced difference between winner-take-all rules and proportional rep-
resentation rules. Take a look at Table 6.1, where five fictional parties are competing in
a hypothetical legislative district. The voting between the top two parties was close, with
only a handful of votes separating the first-place Centrist Party from the second-place
Conservative Party. The remaining three parties lagged behind.

If a proportional representation system with multiple-member districts were in place,
several people would have the opportunity to represent the district. For the sake of exam-
ple, let’s say the district would have six representatives. Assume also that any party with at
least 10 percent of the vote would be eligible for representation. Based on the proportion
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proportional representation:
Electoral systems that encour-
age the participation of many
parties by awarding representa-
tion on the basis of the share of
the vote won by each party in
an electoral district.

multimember district: The
structure of electoral districts
in proportional representation
systems, in which each elec-
toral district sends several rep-
resentatives to the legislature.

multiparty system: Political
systems in which more than
two parties have a realistic
chance to win representation in
government.

two-party system: A political
system, like ours in the United
States, in which only two
parties have a realistic chance
to win most elections.

winner-take-all system: The
electoral system in use in the
United States, whereby the
candidate of the party receiving
the most votes in an electoral
district gets to represent that
district.

plurality: Winning the most
votes in an election, or at least
one more vote than the next
closest candidate or party.

majority: Winning more than
half the votes in an election, or
50 percent plus one.
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Bahrain: Bahrain does not allow political parties.

China: China’s political party is the Communist Party of China.
This party allows so-called democratic subparties, but all of their
functions are handled by the primary party.

Colombia: Colombia’s parties include the Colombian
Conservative Party, the Social Party of National Unity, the
Colombian Liberal Party, and the Green Alliance, among others.

Denmark: Denmark’s parties include the Danish People’s Party,
the Social Democrats, the Social Liberal Party, and the Socialist
People’s Party, among others.

France: France’s parties include the Republicans, the
Rassemblement National (National Front), the Centrist Alliance, the
Socialist Party, the Greens, and the Communist Party, among
many others.

Germany: Germany'’s parties include the Christian Democrats, the
Social Democrats, the Greens, and the Free Democrats, among
others.

Haiti: Haiti’s parties include Patriotic Unity, the Christian
Movement, the Christian National Union, the Democratic Alliance,
and many others.

Iceland: Iceland’s parties include the Social Democratic Alliance,
the Independence Party, the Progressive Party, and Left-Green

Italy: Italy’s parties include Forward ltaly, the Five Star Movement,
the Democratic Party, Lega Nord, Brothers of Italy, and More
Europe, among many others.

Israel: Israel’s parties include Likud, Blue and White, Labor,
Meretz, Shas, and Yisrael Beiteinu, among others.

Philippines: The Philippines’ parties include the Philippine
Democratic Party, the Liberal Party, the Nationalist People’s
Coalition, the Nationalist Party, and many others.

Russia: Russia’s parties include United Russia, the Communist
Party, the Liberal Democratic Party, A Just Russia, and many
others.

Saudi Arabia: Saudi Arabia does not allow political parties.

Singapore: Singapore’s parties include the People’s Action Party,
the Worker’s Party, and the Singapore Democratic Party, among
others.

South Korea: South Korea’s parties include the Democratic Party
of Korea, the People Power Party, the Justice Party, and
Transition Korea, among others.

Spain: Spanish parties include the People’s Party, the Spanish
Socialist Worker’s Party, Vox, Citizens, United We Can, and the
Basque Nationalist Party, among others.

Movement, among others.

United Arab Emirates: The United Arab Emirates does not allow
political parties.

FIGURE 6.1 Other Political Systems

single-member district: The
structure of electoral districts
in winner-take-all electoral
systems, in which each
electoral district sends only
one representative to the
legislature.

of the vote won by each party, the first-place Centrist Party and the second-place Con-
servative Party would each be awarded two seats and would be able to send two of their
members to serve in the legislature. The third-place Labor Party and fourth-place Green
Party would each get to send one of their members to the legislature because each party
received close to one-sixth of the vote and cleared the 10 percent threshold for represen-
tation. Only the last-place Socialist Party, with 7 percent of the vote, would be shut out
entirely.

If the American winner-take-all system were in place, the same results would produce
a radically different outcome. With only 34.5 percent of the vote, the candidate of the
Centrist Party would win the right to be the sole representative for the district, taking
100 percent of the representation, despite the fact that almost two-thirds of the voters
preferred someone else. Furthermore, because the winner takes everything, small shifts in
support can produce dramatically different results. Only seventy-five votes separated the
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TABLE 6.1 Change the Rules, Change the Outcome

Centrist Party 3,450 34.5% 2 33.3%

Conservative Party 3,375 33.8% 2 33.3%

Labor Party 1,275 12.8% 1 16.7%

Green Party 1,200 12.0% 1 16.7%

Socialist Party 700 7.0% 0 0.0%

TOTALS 10,000 100.1% 6 100.0%
(rounding)

Centrist Party 3,450 34.5% 1 100.0%

Conservative Party 3,375 33.8% 0 0.0%

Labor Party 1,275 12.8% 0 0.0%

Green Party 1,200 12.0% 0 0.0%

Socialist Party 700 7.0% 0 0.0%

TOTALS 10,000 100.1% 1 100.0%
(rounding)

first-place Centrist Party from the second-place Conservative Party. Had the Conservative
Party managed to win seventy-six more votes, it would have won all the representation
and the Centrist Party would have won nothing.

6.2b Election Laws

If the electoral system discourages competition from minor parties, election laws com-
pound this inequity by stacking the deck in favor of Republicans and Democrats. Candi-
dates running under a major party label are guaranteed a spot on the ballot. Candidates of
smaller parties often have to earn their way on by collecting signatures from a sufficient
number of voters to demonstrate their viability. The effort and expense required to do this
discourage poorly organized and poorly financed third parties from trying.? In order to
qualify for his third-party presidential run in 1992, businessman Ross Perot needed to file
petitions in all fifty states, an enormous undertaking that required money, coordination,
legwork, and legal assistance in interpreting the fifty individual state election laws in
place across the country.

In 1980, Republican Representative John Anderson lost out to Ronald Reagan for the
nomination of his party but decided to run as an independent candidate against Reagan
and incumbent Democrat Jimmy Carter. Like Perot, Anderson had to overcome election
laws designed to discourage this kind of insurgent candidacy. Unlike Perot, Anderson
could not self-finance the effort to qualify on fifty state ballots, and the money it took
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simply to get into the game left him with limited resources to run a general election
campaign.

The problems Anderson faced weren’t restricted to money, either. By the time he had
made the decision to run as an independent in late April 1980, the deadline for filing to get
on the ballot had already passed in five states: Kentucky, Maine, Maryland, New Mexico,
and Ohio. Anderson had to set up a separate petition drive in every state and in the District
of Columbia. To qualify for the ballot in California, he needed 100,000 signatures, but
he needed more than half that number in the much smaller state of Georgia. Qualifying
for all fifty-one ballots in 1980 required a total of 1.2 million signatures gathered under
fifty-one different sets of rules.?

6.2c Public Opinion and Party Flexibility

Back in Chapter 3, we said that, by and large, Americans agree on the rules of the political
game. It’s been a characteristic of American politics that, for all our disagreements on
particular issues, most of us tend to prefer democracy, capitalism, liberty, and equality of
opportunity to their alternatives. We also traditionally support moderate positions, such
as those balancing individual liberty with social responsibility, over extreme positions.
As a consequence, parties advocating socialism, communism, fascism, or libertarianism
simply haven’t found a big audience in America.

Because public opinion in normal times tends toward the political center rather than
the political extremes, Republicans and Democrats typically are most successful when
they craft moderate positions. After all, parties and their candidates have to go where the
votes are. The centrist nature of public opinion dovetails with the winner-take-all elec-
toral system, as both forces move political parties to embrace broad, mainstream political
messages in the effort to capture the most votes.

Of late, some national Republican figures, including President Trump, have taken posi-
tions closer to their core supporters than to the mainstream on high-profile matters. This is
unusual, and prior to 2016, it was not always an effective political strategy. A number of
Senate races in 2010 and 2012 were lost to Republicans when they nominated Tea Party—
backed candidates who ended up losing winnable seats in states like Delaware, Nevada,
Missouri, and Indiana for taking out-of-the-mainstream positions on issues like women’s
health, immigration, and the economy. One of the more widely reported examples is
former Missouri Representative Todd Akin, who lost a winnable Senate race in 2012 by
saying that “legitimate rape” could not result in pregnancy.*

In 2013, some high-profile Republicans like former Bush strategist Karl Rove were
concerned that the party would become increasingly marginalized if establishment lead-
ers didn’t challenge some of the more extreme sentiments expressed by the party’s base.’
This is because moderation generally wins elections, especially in large statewide and
national electorates. But by 2020, the Republican Party had coalesced behind President
Trump, setting up an election campaign that emphasized divisions and differences rather
than common ground. This move alienated some moderate voters and established Donald
Trump as a polarizing figure with strong support from his base but deep dislike from large
numbers of Americans. It was unusual to see a major political party appeal so uniformly
to its supporters at the expense of taking more moderate views.

You could say that both major parties function best when they act like big umbrellas
containing several factions, which would probably go their own way in other nations
where the electoral system rewarded multiple small parties.® The Republican Party his-
torically has been composed of several conservative factions that have different interests
and agendas, including:

B Religious conservatives concerned about moral issues, but not economic issues.

B Business conservatives favoring free enterprise, who are not particularly
concerned about moral questions.

B Small government conservatives whose laissez-faire views on social issues may
conflict with the direction religious conservatives want government to take.
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Similarly, the Democratic Party is composed of several relatively liberal factions that
also have different and at times competing agendas:

B Economic liberals, centered around unions, who are concerned with wages,
benefits, job creation, and the interests of workers.

B Social liberals, such as Blacks and many Jews, with a liberal social agenda,
including concern for minority rights.

B Social and economic moderates (“New Democrats” as Bill Clinton called them),
especially suburbanites and women concerned with crime, education, and the
environment, whose support for globalization and free trade may conflict with the
interests of union workers.

Even within these groups, there can be flexibility and overlap. Union workers with
conservative social values were dubbed “Reagan Democrats” when they were persuaded
to vote Republican in the 1980s. Business leaders in the entertainment field who have
liberal social agendas often support Democratic candidates.
Because of the fluid and diverse nature of the groups that identify with the two major
parties, Republicans and Democrats need to engage in the process of interest aggregation interest aggregation: The
to bring together a wide variety of sometimes-conflicting demands, in order to enter into  process by which groups
successful electoral competition. What makes U.S. parties interesting in this respect is ~ With different and potentially
that interest aggregation takes place within the party before it contests an election. Inmul- ~ conflicting agendas are brought
tiparty systems, where many narrow parties are represented in government, the process ;Oﬁgfﬁfgaﬁiii;he umbrella of
of negotiating among interests takes place when multiple victorious parties bargain with '
each other after the election for a place in the new government. The result of this negoti-
ating is a coalition government made up of multiple parties.” coalition: A government
Because the groups that make up the two large parties are always negotiating with ~ formed as a partnership among
each other (or fighting among themselves) to get the party to represent their agendas, —several victorious parties in a
the parties historically have been pretty adept at moving to where the votes are as public ~ Multiparty system, following
opinion shifts. In the 1980s, as public opinion took a conservative turn, the Republican negotiations about the agenda
. . . that each party will be allowed
Party shifted rightward and began a successful electoral run. Eventually, following a pro- pursue in exchange for
tracted battle among its more liberal constituencies (which tend to participate dispropor- it participation in the new
tionately in the process of selecting presidential candidates), the Democratic Party shifted  government.
rightward as well in the 1990s, only to revisit its earlier struggles following Bill Clinton’s
departure from the White House. During the second Bush administration, the Republican
Party lost touch with a large number of voters in the political center and lost control of
Congress and the White House. Barack Obama’s rise to the presidency saw the resurrec-
tion of liberal groups in the Democratic Party, although internal battles persisted with
economic moderates who remained a significant presence in Congress. By 2020, progres-
sive interests had become much more influential, and even though Joe Biden occupied a
moderate political space within the Democratic Party when he received their presidential
nomination, he ran on a platform that articulated many progressive ideas. On the other
side of the aisle, Donald Trump’s capture of the Republican nomination represented the
continuation of a race to the right that took hold in the party during the Obama years.
This flexibility also permits the major parties to move into space occupied by smaller
parties, should they begin to make electoral inroads. Ross Perot’s economic pragmatism
appealed to enough voters to make him a force (if not a factor) in the 1992 presidential
contest. Over the next four years, both major parties deliberately made appeals to Perot sup-
porters, and by 1996, they were able to cut the maverick Texan’s vote-getting ability in half.
Figure 6.2 should give you a picture of what public opinion typically looks like in the
United States and how the two major parties respond to it. The curved line captures the
distribution of opinions people hold, from very liberal to very conservative. It bulges in
the middle, meaning that most people traditionally hold moderate views. If you think of
this line in terms of votes, there are more votes where the line peaks. Public opinion may
shift a little over the years to the (conservative) right or the (liberal) left, but it tends to
avoid extremes. As it shifts, the parties follow, like two big, wobbly Jello molds, cap-
turing as many votes as they can while squeezing out smaller parties that could try to
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LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Identify third parties as either
ideological, single-issue, or
splinter parties, and explain
why they rarely compete
successfully for elected

offices.

ideological parties: Third par-
ties that form around a broad
ideology not represented by the
two major American parties.
They endure from election to
election despite the fact that
they rarely achieve electoral
success.

174

<< >

Very liberal Very conservative

Public Opinion
Democratic Party Il  Republican Party [l

FIGURE 6.2 The Traditional Shape of Political Party Competition

capitalize on changing public attitudes. This has a moderating effect on the parties and
tends to move them toward each other as they compete for votes.

Today you would find an unusually large bulge on the right side of the figure, as the
electorate becomes more polarized than it has been in the past. The Republican Party has
followed this shift and moved to the right along with its voters, but as it does, it moves
away from voters who still occupy the middle. This shift has contributed to the all-or-
nothing nature of recent national elections, as the preferences of voters on the right begin
to deviate from the preferences of voters who did not move to the right with them. The
risk for the Republican Party is that if it moves too far from the center it becomes more
difficult to moderate its views. The risk for the political process is that a winner-take-all
electoral system with two large umbrella parties works best when the parties are compet-
ing with each other for voters in the middle of the electorate.

6.2d Third and Minor Parties

With the rules stacked against them, you might think that third parties and minor parties
simply wouldn’t form at all. However, throughout our history, parties that have been
unsuccessful at winning elections have repeatedly formed, and some of them have flour-
ished. What’s with that?

There are a couple of answers to this question. In some cases, winning is less important
than giving party identifiers a place to go. Communists may not win too many elections
in the United States, but if you’re a Communist, then neither of the two major parties is
going to represent your beliefs. That’s why ideological parties like the Communist Party,
Socialist Party, and Libertarian Party have a long history in the United States, complete
with fielding candidates for office. Even though almost all ideological party candidates
go down to defeat, having the opportunity to publicize their views can be a goal in its own
right, apart from electoral victory.?

In a similar vein, some parties that endure from election to election formulate around
a concern for a particular issue rather than a broad ideology. Such single-issue parties
operate like ideological parties in that they compete in elections largely to draw attention
to the issue they espouse. For many years, a Right-to-Life Party appeared on the ballot in
New York State elections. Nationally, the Green Party is a single-issue party devoted to
the cause of environmentalism.
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In 2016, the Libertarian Party nominated former New Mexico Governor Gary Johnson
as its presidential candidate, and the Green Party nominated activist and physician Jill
Stein. With many voters dissatisfied with the major party nominees, Johnson and Stein
attracted more media attention than third-party candidates typically receive. They ended
up winning a combined 4.35 percent of the vote, which is quite sizable for ideological
and single-issue candidates (and quite a bit more than the margin that separated Donald
Trump from Hillary Clinton).

Other minor parties develop in reaction to the temporary failure of the major parties
to satisfy a sizable constituency. Unlike ideological or single-issue parties, these splinter
parties—named because of their propensity to splinter away from the broad Democratic
or Republican Party coalitions—tend to be pragmatic. They typically form around a char-
ismatic figure and compete for one or two election cycles until the major parties success-
fully address the concerns of the group that split away, move into the space occupied by
the splinter party, and effectively put it out of business.

So far, there have been no meaningful splinter party challenges this century, but there
were several in the twentieth century, and they are depicted in Table 6.2 (along with
one notable ideological party challenge). In 1912, former Republican President Theodore
Roosevelt attempted a comeback after a falling-out with incumbent Republican President
William Howard Taft. Unable to wrest the nomination of the Republican Party from the
conservative Taft, Roosevelt ran as the nominee of the Progressive or “Bull Moose” Party
(a nickname that captured Roosevelt’s hearty physical characteristics). On the strength of
his personal popularity, Roosevelt secured more than one-quarter of the vote, better than
any third-party or independent candidate of the twentieth century. However, his presence
on the ballot drained Republican votes from Taft and enabled the election of Democrat
Woodrow Wilson.

After the election, the Republican Party absorbed the disaffected progressives, and the
Progressive Party faded away. It reemerged briefly in 1924 under the leadership of one
of its original founders, Senator Robert M. LaFollette of Wisconsin, whose showing was
less impressive than Roosevelt’s. LaFollette died shortly after the election, and although
the Progressive Party continued to function for a while, it never again competed effec-
tively in national elections.

In the mid-twentieth century, it was the Democratic Party’s turn to see a faction walk
out and compete against it. The issue of civil rights split southern Democrats from the rest
of their party, as first Harry S. Truman and then John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson
took increasingly progressive positions on race relations. In 1948, President Truman beat
back a challenge by disaffected “Dixiecrats,” who unsuccessfully ran Democratic South

single-issue parties: Third
parties that form to advance
a specific issue agenda,

like environmentalism, that
members feel is not being
adequately addressed by the
two major American parties.
They endure from election to
election despite the fact that
they rarely achieve electoral
success.

splinter parties: Third parties
that split away from one of
the major parties in protest
against the direction taken by
the Republicans or Democrats.
They often form around a char-
ismatic leader and last a short
time, after which the major
parties address their concerns,
and they lose their reason to
continue.

TABLE 6.2 Significant Third-Party and Independent Candidates of the Twentieth Century™

1912 Theodore Roosevelt Progressive/Bull Moose Splinter 27.4% 88
1992 Ross Perot Independent Splinter 18.9% 0
1924 Robert M. LaFollette Progressive Splinter 16.6% 13
1968 George C. Wallace American Independent Splinter 13.5% 46
1996 Ross Perot Reform Splinter 8.4% 0
1980 John B. Anderson Independent Splinter 6.6% 0
1912 Eugene V. Debbs Socialist Ideological 6.0% 0
1948 Strom Thurmond Dixiecrat Splinter 2.4% 39
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Reform Party: The organiza-
tion built by businessman Ross
Perot in a mostly unsuccessful
attempt to create a competitive
third party.

party system: The regular,
over-time competition of the
same major political parties,
composed of the same groups
of identifiers.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Define the term party

system, and identify the key
characteristics of the six party
systems that have arisen since
parties emerged in the late
eighteenth century.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Identify the relationship
between realignments and the
demise of party systems.
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Carolina Governor Strom Thurmond as a regional alternative to Truman. Thurmond won
only 2.4 percent of the vote, although he polled ahead of Truman in four southern states.’

A more serious split occurred in 1968, when fiery Alabama Governor George C.
Wallace, a Democrat, received 13.5 percent of the vote as the candidate of the American
Independent Party, on a platform of racial segregation. With the national Democratic
Party supporting policies promoting civil rights for Blacks, Wallace’s defection heralded
the departure of White southerners as a Democratic Party constituency. Socially conser-
vative White southerners eventually found a new home in the Republican Party, and the
American Independent Party faded from the scene.

John Anderson’s 1980 independent run for president and Ross Perot’s 1992 indepen-
dent bid were born more from widespread doubts about the major party nominees than
from disagreements over the direction of a major party. In 1980, Republicans nominated
former California Governor Ronald Reagan to face incumbent Democrat Jimmy Carter.
At the time, Reagan was widely regarded as being more conservative than mainstream
America and highly belligerent toward the Soviet Union, while Carter was saddled with a
sour economy and a lingering crisis in which Americans were being held hostage in Iran.

In this environment, where one candidate did not inspire trust and the other was per-
ceived to lack competence, undecided voters were looking for an alternative. Anderson, a
previously obscure Republican congressman from Illinois who had lost his party’s nom-
ination to Reagan, presented himself as someone trustworthy and competent. Although
his campaign received a fair amount of press interest because of its potential to compli-
cate the horserace, Anderson’s independent bid fell way short and, as many Americans
warmed to Reagan during his first term, there was no rationale for Anderson to try again
four years later.

In a similar fashion, Perot offered himself as an alternative to unpopular incumbent
Republican George H. W. Bush and scandal-plagued Democrat Bill Clinton. Unlike
Anderson, Perot could bankroll his campaign with the considerable fortune he had
acquired as the founder of Electronic Data Systems, a multibillion-dollar corporation. In
a year when many voters were disillusioned with the major nominees, Perot polled almost
19 percent of the vote. He tried to organize his independent bid into a permanent third-
party organization, but as disaffected voters returned to the major parties, Perot’s Reform
Party candidacy did less well in 1996, and by 2000, the third-party movement had effec-
tively run out of steam. Demystifying Government: Building a Viable Third Party—for a
Few Months discusses the Perot effort in more detail.

Even though a number of third-party and independent presidential candidates per-
formed admirably at the polls, they rarely had any traction in the Electoral College, which
ultimately decides who becomes president (no third-party or independent candidate has
won any electoral votes since George Wallace in 1968). In Chapter 7, we’ll explore how
the Electoral College works, but for now, the important thing to know is that in contempo-
rary elections, it takes 270 electoral votes to be elected president, which are awarded state
by state on a winner-take-all basis. When you look at how even the more successful third-
party and independent candidates did over the last hundred years, it’s clear that none of
them came close (review Table 6.2). Even in Perot’s case, because his support was evenly
spread throughout the country, he was unable to dent the Electoral College.

6.3 Party Systems

So, America has a two-party system and always has. From the time the Constitution went
into effect, with the formation of rudimentary political parties, there have been two par-
ties in regular competition with each other. In a party system, the same parties enter into
regular competition with each other year after year, and although the number of parties
has been stable over the past two centuries, party labels and the groups identifying with
the parties have changed several times.

We can divide our history into six distinct periods, each characterized by a party sys-
tem with a uniquely constituted pair of major parties competing against each other. Within
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DEMYSTIFYING GOVERNMENT

Building a Viable Third Party—for a Few Months

If splinter parties gain momentum from charismatic
figures, certainly Ross Perot fits the mold. The feisty
self-made Texas billionaire surprised political observ-
ers when, during an appearance on CNN’s Larry King
Live in February 1992, he announced that he would put
his considerable fortune behind an independent presi-
dential run if people would circulate petitions sufficient
to get his name on the ballot in all fifty states. They did.
Perot coordinated and financed the effort—and adver-
tised it by appearing on other television talk shows.

Perot was an unconventional candidate. He under-
stood television and used the media to maximum ef-
fect. By late June, he was running neck-and-neck with
his major party opponents—only to drop out of the race
at a time when questions about his character threat-
ened to foment into a feeding frenzy. Then, just as sud-
denly, Perot reentered the contest with just weeks to
go before the election. His personal fortune permitted
him to pick up where he had left off, albeit with a small-
er base of supporters. Perot spent heavily to purchase
thirty-minute-long “infomercials” focusing primarily on
economic issues that interested his supporters. A com-
bination of money, media, and misgivings about the
major candidates contributed to his strong showing.™

After the election, Perot remained a visible figure,
energizing his followers and encouraging them to begin
a third-party movement. As disaffection with the major
parties continued into the first years of the Clinton ad-
ministration, the Perot-backed organization “United We
Stand America” became the basis for the Reform Par-
ty, which was organized with Perot’s support in 1995.
Leaders of the new party hoped to run candidates for
numerous offices and to build on Perot’s impressive
showing in the 1992 presidential election.

However, the Reform Party faltered as the political
climate changed. After a halting start, President Clinton

began to connect with a large
segment of the population. By
1996, a lot of the anger from
four years earlier had dissipat-
ed, and with it, more than half of
Perot’s vote. Because the Re-
form Party had been built from
the top down—around Perot’s
dynamic television persona—
rather than from the bottom
up, there was little to sustain
it once Perot’s television “act”
grew stale. In 1998, the Reform
Party captured a major office when former professional
wrestling star Jesse Ventura was elected governor of
Minnesota in a tight, three-way race, but Perot’s legions
were learning how hard it is to build a viable third party
in the United States.

By 2000, the national Reform Party had split into
two camps: one loyal to its founder and one support-
ive of conservative television commentator Patrick Bu-
chanan, who had been denied the nomination of the
Republican Party and who was looking for a ready-
made platform from which to launch a presidential
campaign. Perot supporters cried foul and accused
Buchanan of hijacking their organization. In a raucous
and testy convention, the two camps nominated dif-
ferent candidates (the Perot group supported physicist
Dr. John Hagelin), and it was left to the courts to decide
who would be the official nominee. In September 2000,
a federal judge declared Buchanan to be the Reform
nominee. Buchanan turned out to be a candidate who
did not resonate with the times, and his campaign went
nowhere. In 2002, Ventura decided not to seek a sec-
ond term as Minnesota governor, and the once highfly-
ing Reform Party was left battered and irrelevant.

Reform Party Founder
Ross Perot

each of these six party systems, the groups identifying with the two parties remained sta-
ble. But between each period, there was a realignment, or a significant, lasting, long-term
shift in the groups that identified with the parties in the previous system, precipitating the
change to the new system. Typically, realignments have followed a major social upheaval,
like war or depression, which created new social cleavages that the existing parties were
simply unable to address. Political scientist V. O. Key noted that each realignment fol-
lowed what he called a critical election, in which large numbers of voters shift their
allegiances in what turns out to be lasting fashion.!?

The story of these six party systems and the realignments that fashioned them is in one
respect the story of the major events that shaped American political history. Let’s look
briefly at that story, paying special attention to some of the key figures who emerged
during these periods to get a sense of the history and development of what we know today
as the Republican and Democratic Parties.

Chapter 6 Political Parties: Connecting Us to the Electoral Process

realignment: A shift from one
party system to another, the
result of a lasting, long-term
adjustment in the groups that
identify with the major politi-
cal parties.

critical election: An election
that heralds a realignment,
during which large numbers
of voters deviate from their
traditional party allegiances in
what turns out to be a lasting
change.
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faction: A group of individuals
who are united by a desire that,
if realized, would threaten the
liberty of the larger commu-
nity—in James Madison’s
words, individuals who are
“united and actuated by some
common impulse of passion,
or of interest, adverse to the
rights of other citizens, or to
the permanent and aggregate
interests of the community.” A
faction may be defined by size,
such as when a majority of citi-
zens threatens the liberty of the
minority, or by intensity, such
as when a minority of citizens
with intensely held preferences
threatens the liberty of a disin-
terested majority.

tyranny: The denial of liberty
to individuals through the
actions of a faction or through
the actions of government
itself.
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6.3a Formation of a Party System, 1796-1824

The framers of the Constitution did not look kindly on political parties and did not antic-
ipate their existence. If you look at the Constitution, you’ll find that parties aren’t men-
tioned anywhere. That’s because parties were perceived to be synonymous with factions,
and you probably remember how poorly factions were regarded. Regardless, the fact that
parties were feared as organizations that could produce tyranny didn’t stop some of the
same people who wrote negatively of them from organizing what would become the first
party system.

George Washington, in his farewell address of 1796, spoke directly of “the baneful
effects of the spirit of party:”

It serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration.
It agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms; kindles the ani-
mosity of one part against another; foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens
the door to foreign influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the gov-
ernment itself through the channels of party passion.!!

All well and good, but at the same time Washington was urging his countrymen to put
aside partisan differences, others—notably others who served in Washington’s admin-
istration, like Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson—were at work forming what
would soon become America’s first political parties. By 1800, two factions in Congress
had developed around the major issue of the day: the strength of the federal government
relative to the states. Supporters of Hamilton’s position in favor of a strong federal gov-
ernment with a strong national bank formed the camp that would eventually be known as
the Federalists. Followers of Jefferson’s position on states’ rights would become known
as the Democratic-Republicans (they were also called Anti-Federalists, Republicans, Jef-
fersonian Democrats, and even sometimes simply Jeffersonians).

In 1800, the two groups, or caucuses, began acting and looking like political parties.
The Democratic-Republican congressional caucus nominated Thomas Jefferson for pres-
ident, while congressional Federalists lent their support to the incumbent (and eventual
loser) John Adams. Congressional partisans also began building connections with sup-
porters in the states.!> Despite widespread apprehension about political parties, the first
party system was in full swing.

The Federalists never organized as effectively as the Democratic-Republicans, and
John Adams was the only president who would wear their label. The Democratic-Repub-
licans, with strength in the rural South, elected a succession of Virginians to the presi-
dency between 1800 and 1824: Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe. In fact, the
Federalists had such a hard time of it that by 1816 they stopped nominating presidential
candidates altogether. From the time the Federalists called it quits until 1824, the country
went through a brief period when there was little party activity at the national level.!3 This
so-called “Era of Good Feelings” masked conflicts that were rumbling below the surface,
however. It was only a short period of time before party competition would be back.

6.3b The Second Party System: Jackson Democrats vs. the Whigs,
1828—1856

The electorate was changing in the 1820s as states began removing property ownership as
a requirement for political participation. This led to conditions that supported the emer-
gence of the mass political parties that we know today. More than anyone else, Andrew
Jackson—backwoodsman, lawyer, congressman, senator, and charismatic general in the
War of 1812—would surface as the architect of the new political party (see Biography:
Andrew Jackson).

“Old Hickory” was a popular, strong, and divisive figure, determined to democratize
government and bring ordinary people into the political process. Elected to the presidency
in 1828 as a Democratic-Republican, Jackson was a polarizing force who expanded Jef-
ferson’s party to include newly enfranchised voters while sending disaffected Jefferso-
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ANDREW JACKSON

Andrew Jackson was born in the Waxhaws area near the border between North and
South Carolina on March 15, 1767. At age thirteen he joined the Continental Army as a
courier, and in 1781 he was briefly taken prisoner by the British. In 1784, Jackson went
to Salisbury, North Carolina, where he studied law for several years. His public service
career began in 1788 with an appointment as prosecuting officer for the Superior Court
in Nashville, Tennessee, which at that time was a part of the Western District of North
Carolina. In 1796, Jackson was elected to Congress from the newly created state of
Tennessee. The following year, the Tennessee legislature elected Jackson to serve in the
U.S. Senate, but he held the seat for only one session before resigning to serve for six
years as a judge on the Tennessee Supreme Court. In the years to follow, Jackson would rise to the rank of major
general in the U.S. Army, and became a national hero during the War of 1812 following his defeat of the British
at the Battle of New Orleans in January 1815. During this period he earned the nickname “Old Hickory.” Jackson
returned to the U.S. Senate in 1822, and two years later resigned his seat when the House of Representatives
denied him the presidency despite winning the popular vote. He was subsequently elected twice, in 1828 and
1832. Following his second term, Jackson retired to his home near Nashville, where he died on June 8, 1845.T3

nians into the opposition as National Republicans, or Whigs. Leaders of the new Whig
Party—people like Henry Clay and Daniel Webster—feared Jackson’s form of democ-
racy meant trampling individual liberties. For its part, Jackson’s party began competi-
tion under the abbreviated name “Democrats”—a label meant to capture the broad-based
nature of the party and the same label it uses today.'* In fact, the modern-day Democratic
Party is the nation’s oldest continually operating political party, tracing its roots back to
Jefferson and Jackson.

Under Jackson’s leadership, the Democrats held their first national nominating con-
vention in 1832—the forerunner of the conventions we talked about at the start of the
chapter—replacing the congressional caucuses that had selected previous presidential
candidates. It was more democratic, and it drew more people into the political process.
Presidential campaigns, once dominated by a congressional elite, became mass exercises.
Something resembling modern political parties had been born.!>

The Democrats drew their strength from the rural southern and western elements of
Jefferson’s party, but they were a national party with a base in New York led by the
pragmatic Martin Van Buren, who would follow Jackson in the White House. The Whigs
were also national in scope, and more of an elite party, supported by southern plantation
owners and northern commercial interests. For three decades, they entered into regular
competition with each other, with the Democrats winning most of the presidential con-
tests (the two Whig victories were with military figures William Henry Harrison in 1840
and Zachary Taylor in 1848, both of whom promptly died in office not long after their
inaugurations).

However, as the 1850s approached, the national coalitions in both parties came under
enormous strain. Abolitionist sentiment grew in the northern and frontier states, while
public debate over extending slavery to new western states intensified divisions over the
issue of slavery. Northern Whigs aligned with strong antislavery forces and split from
southern Whigs, who had been promoting compromise positions designed to preserve
the union while maintaining the institution of slavery. Northern Democrats, who long
differed with their pro-slavery southern counterparts, found themselves in alliance with
northern Whigs, and in the middle 1850s, they joined forces to create the Republican
Party as an antislavery party.

The Whigs and the Democrats had originally organized around common economic per-
spectives. But their internal similarities were irrelevant to the issue of slavery, and as slav-
ery became the overriding political concern, regional differences within each party pulled
them apart. The realignment that ensued left the Democrats as a southern, proslavery
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party. It destroyed the Whigs entirely. And it enabled the emergence of the Republicans,
the only “third” party ever to attain major party status.'®

Based in Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, and Illinois, the Republican Party began com-
peting successfully in statewide elections, as it spread through the Midwest eastward to
antislavery regions of the North. By 1856, state Republican parties had unified, and the
first Republican national convention was held. In 1860, the Republican Party elected its
first president, Abraham Lincoln, ushering in secession, Civil War, and the third party
system.!”

6.3c The Third Party System: Ascendancy of a New Party,
1860-1892

From 1860 on, Republicans and Democrats engaged in regular competition with each
other. Even though the labels haven’t changed in over 160 years, the issues the parties
have confronted and the groups aligning themselves with each party have shifted dramat-
ically over the years.

The Republican Party dominated national politics during this era of the third party
system, when the parties were organized over divisions stemming from the Civil War and
Reconstruction of the Union. The Democratic Party had become a southern conservative
party, while the Republican Party was essentially a northern party devoted to extending
rights to freed slaves.

Still, just like the second party system had been organized around economic groups
and fell apart when the parties weren’t able to address the issue of slavery, the third party
system, organized around the issue of slavery, was unprepared to address emerging eco-
nomic concerns as the nation headed into the industrial era.

In the West, farmers became politicized in opposition to an eastern financial class that
they felt had a tight grip over the economy. In cities, workers in the new industrial econ-
omy were concerned with issues of trade, wages, and as the century progressed, monop-
oly ownership of business. Neither party responded adequately to their complaints, which
rose in volume over the latter third of the nineteenth century until they came to domi-
nate national politics. The coming division in American politics would pit East against
West, bankers and lenders against farmers and laborers, much as the previous conflict had
divided North and South.'8

6.3d The Fourth Party System: Republicans Again, 1896-1928

In 1893, the country plunged into economic depression. The Democratic Party was split
down the middle between eastern forces of commercialism that favored the stability of a
gold standard for currency, and western forces of populism—rural advocates of currency
backed by silver, which by virtue of its greater availability would have a devaluing effect
that would assist rural debtors.

By 1896, the agrarian forces had emerged victorious within the Democratic Party,
which nominated Nebraskan William Jennings Bryan for president on a platform of “free
silver” (see Biography: William Jennings Bryan). The Republicans, with the strong sup-
port of commercial interests, cast Bryan as a radical and stoked fears of a populist take-
over of the government that resonated in the industrial Northeast and Midwest. Banks and
corporations heavily funded the Republican nominee, William McKinley (see Biography:
William McKinley). The nation was polarized. For the first time in over a generation,
a presidential election offered a stark choice over economic issues long ignored by the
major parties.

McKinley’s victory in the critical election of 1896 cemented Republican control of
national politics through the first one-third of the twentieth century. Even though the
Republicans had been the majority party before, the 1896 vote revealed an entirely new
set of allegiances for the two parties that would hold for decades. McKinley’s victory
was concentrated in the commercial centers of the Northeast and the industrial Midwest.
Bryan swept the South and the West.!?
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WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN

William Jennings Bryan, the fiery populist who secured three presidential nominations
only to be turned away each time by the voters, was born in Salem, lIllinois in 1860.
After moving to Lincoln, Nebraska in 1887, he was elected to Congress in 1890 and
reelected two years later. By 1896, he had become a national figure as an advocate of
free silver as an alternative to the gold standard for American currency, which would
have worked to the benefit of debtors and laborers over creditors and industrialists. At
age 36, Bryan won the presidential nomination of the Democratic Party and delivered
what became known as the “Cross of Gold” speech for its admonition not to “crucify
mankind upon a cross of gold.” Despite his oratory, Bryan lost the presidency to William McKinley in 1896 and
again in 1900. He won a third Democratic nomination in 1908 but was defeated by William Howard Taft, making
him the only party standard-bearer in history to run unsuccessfully for the presidency three times. In his later
years, Bryan served as secretary of state under Woodrow Wilson and was active as an orator, author, and lec-
turer. He was the lead prosecuting attorney for the state of Tennessee in the 1925 “Scopes Monkey Trial” on the
teaching of evolution. Bryan died in Tennessee of a heart attack, days after the conclusion of the trial.™

BIOGRAPHY

WILLIAM MCKINLEY

William McKinley was born in Niles, Ohio on January 29, 1843, the seventh son of William
and Nancy Allison McKinley. At age 18, he enlisted in the Ohio Infantry and served in the
Civil War. McKinley was elected to Congress in 1876 as a Republican from the eighteenth
district of Ohio, and despite constant gerrymandering of his district, he served as congress-
man from 1876 to 1890, with the exception of a period in 1884-1885, when he was unseat-
ed in a contested election. Congress passed the McKinley Tariff Act in 1890, but it hurt the
Republican Party in the 1890 election, and McKinley lost his seat. He was elected governor
of Ohio the following year, however, and reelected in 1893. In 1896, McKinley defeated
William Jennings Bryan and was elected president. In 1898, McKinley asked Congress to declare war on Spain.
During the brief Spanish-American War, he maintained direct control over the armed forces, making many deci-
sions himself. After the war, McKinley made the decision to retain the Philippines and Puerto Rico, thus launching
the global expansion of the United States. He was reelected president in 1900. The following year, McKinley was
shot in Buffalo, NY. He died on September 14, 1901, from complications resulting from his wounds.™

The Republican Party established itself as the party of bankers, industrialists, urban
laborers, and Blacks (who remained loyal to the party of Lincoln). The Democrats
emerged as the party of rural interests and southerners (whose attachment to the Demo-
cratic Party was as strong as it had been since the Civil War). These two groups would
compete against each other for more than thirty years, with the Republicans maintaining
a clear advantage. Between 1896 and 1928, in a time marked by rapid immigration and
industrialization, Republicans would lose the White House only in the wake of Teddy
Roosevelt’s third-party challenge in 1912 and again in 1916.

That is, until the next great economic depression.

6.3e The Fifth Party System: Democrats Emerge as Liberals,
1932-1964

Herbert Hoover, the last in the line of Republican presidents who served during the fourth
party system, no doubt had little sense of what was coming (see Biography: Herbert
Hoover). The Great Depression hit suddenly and ferociously in 1929, ending a decade of
prosperity. Hoover spent the rest of his term unsuccessfully grappling with an economic
downturn that proved deeper and more enduring than he had initially anticipated.

Chapter 6 Political Parties: Connecting Us to the Electoral Process 181



BIOGRAPHY

HERBERT HOOVER

Herbert Hoover, the mining engineer who would become president of the United States
only to see his administration undermined by the Great Depression, was born on August
10, 1874, in West Branch, lowa. He attended Stanford University where he earned a de-
gree in geology in 1891, and after working in gold mines in California and Australia, he
traveled the world as a consulting engineer. Following World War |, Hoover directed the
American Relief Administration, which fed 350 million people in 21 countries in the after-
math of the war. In 1921, Hoover was appointed secretary of commerce, a post he held
during the Harding and Coolidge administrations. In 1928, Hoover was elected president,
easily defeating Democrat Alfred E. Smith. But, one year later the stock market crashed,
and Hoover’s actions to deal with it proved ineffective and unpopular. Four years later, he was overwhelmingly de-
feated in his bid for reelection by Franklin D. Roosevelt. Hoover remained active after leaving office. In 1946, at the
request of President Truman, Hoover conducted postwar World Famine surveys as the coordinator of the European
Food Program, and in 1947 he chaired the Commission on Organization of the Executive Branch of the Govern-
ment (known as the first Hoover Commission). He reprised this role in 1953 for President Eisenhower, as chair of

the second Hoover Commission. Herbert Hoover died in New York in 1964 at age 90.7

New Deal: The name given

to the programs of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt, which
vastly expanded the role of the
federal government in an effort
to deal with the debilitating
effects of the Great Depression
on American society.

With the unemployment rate soaring above 20 percent, voters were ready for a change.
In what emerged as a campaign of the powerful versus what Democratic nominee Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt called the “forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid,” the
Democratic Party won a landslide victory in 1932 that would establish it as the majority
party for over three decades (see Biography: Franklin D. Roosevelt). Roosevelt himself
would claim the presidency four times—breaking with the two-term tradition established
by Washington—and between 1932 and 1968, popular General Dwight D. Eisenhower
would be the only Republican to crack the Democrat’s lock on the White House.?°

After the election, Democrats embraced government activism to ease the burden felt
by an increasingly angry and despondent America. In office, Roosevelt moved swiftly
to enact an agenda that was far more activist than the one on which he had campaigned.
Working in tandem with Democratic majorities in the House and Senate, Roosevelt
implemented the New Deal policies that would cement the electoral changes evident

BIOGRAPHY

FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

Franklin D. Roosevelt was born into a life of privilege in Hyde Park, New York on Janu-
ary 30, 1882. His parents and private tutors provided him with almost all his formative
education until 1896, when he attended Groton, a prestigious preparatory school in
Massachusetts, followed by Harvard and Columbia University. In 1905, he married a
distant cousin, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt, who was the niece of President Theodore Roo-
sevelt. They had six children, one of whom died in infancy. Roosevelt began his political
career in 1910 when he was elected to the New York State Senate as a Democrat. He
was appointed assistant secretary of the navy by President Wilson in 1913 and held the
post until 1920, when he was the vice-presidential nominee of the Democratic Party on
a ticket that lost in a landslide to Warren Harding. The following year, Roosevelt contracted polio and perma-
nently lost the use of his legs. In 1928, Roosevelt was elected governor of New York. Four years later, he won
the nomination of the Democratic Party for president, and he defeated incumbent Herbert Hoover by a lopsided
margin. Roosevelt would serve longer in the presidency than anyone in history, winning reelection three times.
During his tenure, Roosevelt initiated a series of “New Deal” social welfare programs designed to address the
effects of the Great Depression, and he presided over American involvement in World War Il. He served until his
death in 1945.77
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in the critical election of 1932. Key members of what would be termed the New Deal
coalition included:
B Urbanites, particularly in the North, many of whom were first-time voters.

B Jews, many of whom were urbanites, and who were among the Democrats’
strongest supporters.

B Catholics, many of whom were first drawn to the Democratic Party in 1928, when
its nominee was New York Governor Al Smith, the first Catholic presidential
nominee of a major party.

Blacks, who gradually abandoned the party of Lincoln after decades of affiliation.
Organized labor, who benefited greatly from Roosevelt’s New Deal reforms.
Liberals, whose ideas were well received in FDR’s reformist administration.

Southern Whites, who remained true to the party of the Civil War, despite
conservative voting patterns that were out of sync with the progressive reforms of
the New Deal.?!

Following Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman maintained the New Deal coalition with his
Fair Deal policies that built on popular New Deal programs by, for instance, raising the
minimum wage and increasing Social Security benefits (see Biography: Harry S. Truman).
The only Republican president elected during the fifth party system, Dwight D. Eisen-
hower served in the 1950s during a conservative interlude to the activist governments of
his predecessors and successors (see Biography: Dwight D. Eisenhower). In the 1960s,
Lyndon B. Johnson presided over a second wave of government activism ushered in by
his Great Society programs aimed at conquering poverty and extending civil rights pro-
tection to Blacks (see Biography: Lyndon B. Johnson).

However, Johnson’s emphasis on civil rights alienated White southerners, and his pros-
ecution of the Vietnam War deeply divided elements of the New Deal coalition. Although
Democrats would continue to compete successfully in southern statewide elections, they
no longer dominated. Republicans were emerging as a competitive force on the state level
and, gradually, as a dominant force in presidential elections. Richard Nixon exploited
cracks in the Democrats’ southern base during his presidential campaign of 1968, and
by 1972, Nixon swept the South against antiwar Democrat George McGovern, who was
perceived as too liberal to be in touch with southern political sentiment.

Nonetheless, Democrats maintained control of the House of Representatives until
1994, and of the Senate until 1980. They would regain their Senate majority in 1986,
but the next three-and-a-half decades would see control of the Senate switch six times
and control of the House switch four times, with long stretches of divided government.

New Deal coalition: The
political coalition composed
of urbanites, ethnic and racial
minorities, unions, liberals,
and southerners that made the
Democratic Party the majority
party during the fifth party
system.

Fair Deal: The name given

to the domestic policies of
President Truman, which built
on the popularity of the New
Deal.

Great Society: The name
given to the programs of
President Lyndon B. Johnson,
which elevated the federal gov-
ernment to the most prominent
role it would play in the twen-
tieth century. The philosophy
of the Great Society was that
government should try to solve
large social problems like
hunger and poverty.
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HARRY S. TRUMAN

Harry S. Truman was born in Lamar, Missouri on May 8, 1884. During his youth,
Truman worked as a timekeeper for a railroad construction contractor, bank clerk,
farmer, and clothing store owner before being elected judge and, in 1926, presiding
judge of the Jackson County Court. In 1934, he won election to the U.S. Senate as a
Democrat from Missouri, and in 1944 Truman was elected vice president on a ticket
with Franklin D. Roosevelt. He became president 82 days after his inauguration upon
Roosevelt’s sudden death. In office, he approved the use of the atomic bomb against
Japan, oversaw the founding of the United Nations, and presided over the start of the
Cold War, issuing the Truman Doctrine in 1947 to support nations struggling against

died on December 26, 1972.78

communism. Truman narrowly won an uphill reelection battle against Republican Thomas E. Dewey in 1948. His
second term saw America wage an undeclared war in Korea. He retired to Independence, Missouri in 1953, and
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DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER

Dwight D. Eisenhower, the World War Il military leader who would become president
of the United States, was born in Denison, Texas on October 14, 1890. In 1892, the
Eisenhower family moved to Abilene, Kansas, where Eisenhower graduated from Abilene
High School. In 1911, Eisenhower entered West Point, followed in 1925 by Command
and General Staff School and the Army War College in 1927. He rose rapidly through
the military ranks, serving as executive officer to the assistant secretary of war (1929
to 1933), chief military aide to Army Chief of Staff General Douglas MacArthur (1933 to
1935), then during World War Il as commander-in-chief of Allied Forces in North Africa
(1942), supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Forces (1943), commander of
the Normandy invasion force, and five-star general (1945). After the German surrender in 1945, Eisenhower was
appointed military governor of the U.S. Occupied Zone in Frankfurt and was designated army chief of staff. In
1948, Eisenhower became president of Columbia University, a position he held until he was named Supreme
Allied Commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 1950. He retired from active service in 1952 to run
successfully for president as a Republican. During his two terms in office, Eisenhower oversaw the end of the
Korean War and the initial construction of the interstate highway system. He retired to his farm near Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania after leaving office and died on March 28, 1969.™
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LYNDON B. JOHNSON

Lyndon B. Johnson was born August 27, 1908, in Stonewall, Texas. After high school,
Johnson performed odd jobs, including work as an elevator operator and as part of a
road construction gang, janitor, and office helper. He graduated from Southwest Texas
State Teachers College in 1930 and worked as a secondary school teacher before be-
ing selected as legislative secretary to a U.S. congressman. In 1937, he won a special
election for an open congressional seat and remained in the House of Representatives
until 1948. While in Congress, Johnson enlisted in the navy and volunteered for active
duty, earning a Silver Star for his role in an aerial combat mission. Johnson was elected
to the U.S. Senate from Texas in 1948, became the youngest person to hold the post of
Senate majority whip in 1951, and became Senate minority leader in 1953 and majority leader in 1955, where he
was instrumental in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957. He ran unsuccessfully for the Democratic presi-
dential nomination in 1960 against John F. Kennedy, but Kennedy selected Johnson as his running mate, and he
was elected vice president. Johnson became president after Kennedy was assassinated. During his administra-
tion, Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, promoted “Great Society” social programs, and escalated the
War in Vietnam. He was reelected in a landslide in 1964, but with the Vietnam War raging he chose not to run for
reelection in 1968. Johnson retired to his Texas ranch where he died on January 22, 1973.710

LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Explain why the post-
1960s political era may be
understood as a period of
dealignment.

Throughout this period, more Americans still claimed to be Democrats than Republicans.
There had been no political earthquakes on the scale of depression or civil war, and no
obvious critical elections to usher in the start of a new political system. Yet, clearly, some-
thing had changed. What was it?

6.3f The Sixth Party System: Divided Government in a Conservative
Era, 1968-2020

In the wake of the social turmoil of the turbulent 1960s, large numbers of people who
previously identified with one of the political parties were shaken from their partisan
moorings. As the majority party in the fifth party system, the Democrats felt this shift
more strongly than the Republicans. The percentage of people claiming to be independent
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of party identification has increased since the 1960s, and the percentage of Democrats has
declined (see Figure 6.3). Check out the way the percentage of independents, which had
hovered around 20 percent in the 1950s and early 1960s, shot up to 30 percent in 1968 and
to 40 percent in 1974. This suggests a dealignment in American politics: a weakening of
the existing system that gradually produced a new political alignment.

Dealignment was spearheaded by the weakening attachments of some original mem-
bers of the New Deal coalition. Southern Whites and Catholics—both groups that were
never ideologically liberal—relinquished their support for the Democratic Party, and over
time, southern Whites would migrate to the Republican Party. Part of the movement away
from the Democrats came in reaction to political concerns of the twentieth century’s last
two decades, which were markedly different from the New Deal and Great Society peri-
ods. With the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 on a platform of social conservatism,
issues like abortion rights and gun ownership came to the forefront of debate.

For years following the 1980 election, students of political parties debated whether
dealignment had brought about a new party system. Deeply felt economic issues had been
the engine of realignments since the Civil War, and for much of the twentieth century,
social issues waned in importance during times of economic difficulty.?> However, the
period that was purported to have given rise to the sixth party system was marked by the
prominence of social issues and the relative absence of global economic hardship.

Over time it became clear that the center of American politics had moved to the right as
the electorate dealigned. As the percentage of independents began to stabilize in the late
1980s, the contours of a new party system became easier to identify. The New Deal coa-
lition that had been fraying in the mid-1960s collapsed as a majority coalition by 1980.
Republicans won landslide presidential victories in four of the five elections between
1972 and 1988. Things had clearly changed.

The sixth party system has been marked by a growing and at times dramatic difference
in the political preferences of men and women. This has resulted in a gender gap, whereby
women, whose response to the cultural conservatism of this era has been lukewarm, have
supported Republican presidential candidates by a much lower margin than men.

60

dealignment: The weakening
of party affiliation, signified
by an increase in the number
of people who call themselves

independents.

gender gap: A difference in
the voting pattern of men and
women, evident since 1980,
whereby men are more likely
than women to support Repub-
lican presidential candidates.
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FIGURE 6.3 Weakening Party Ties™"1
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The percentage of independents increased dramatically in the late 1960s, while Democrats declined in strength and Republicans
held their own. (Note: Independents include people who lean slightly toward one of the major parties.)
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ticket splitting: Voting for
candidates of different parties
for different offices, rather than
voting a “party line” for all
Republicans or all Democrats.

divided government: Parti-
san division of the national
government, in which each of
the two major parties can claim
control of one branch (or one
legislative house) of the federal
government.

coattails: The ability of a vic-
torious presidential candidate
to sweep congressional can-
didates of the same party into
office on the strength of people
voting for one political party.

gridlock: The term given

to legislative inaction, when
members of Congress are
unable to reach agreement and
legislation stalls.
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Since 1980, at the national level, it would only be exaggerating things a little to say that
Republicans have been the “Male Party” and Democrats have been the “Female Party.”
When Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter that year, 54 percent of men supported
Reagan, while only 46 percent of women did—a gap of eight points. There has been a
gap of at least this magnitude in almost every subsequent presidential election. The 2016
gender gap was a record 24 points, 4 points larger than the gender gap that favored Barack
Obama four years earlier. If only women could vote, Hillary Clinton would have been
elected president in a 12-point rout. Of course, if only men could vote, Donald Trump
would have won by the same margin.??

This is not to suggest that women vote as a unit or that there aren’t important differ-
ences among women voters. Socially conservative and married women tend to support
Republicans, for instance, whereas single women lean toward Democratic candidates.
But it does point to the tendency for women more than men to be supportive of the agenda
promoted by the Democratic Party and to the importance of women as an electoral force.?*

Loosening political ties meant voters in the sixth party system were less likely to sup-
port the candidate of the same party for every office on the ballot, something that was
quite commonplace during earlier periods of strong party allegiance. As we noted in
Chapter 4, between 1968 and the early twenty-first century, people were much more will-
ing to engage in ticket splitting, switching between the parties when voting for different
offices. This can result in divided government, in which one party controls the White
House while the other party controls at least one house of Congress.

Perhaps more than anything, divided government characterizes the dealigned politics
of the sixth party system. In the fifty-two years from 1968 to 2020, the same party has
controlled the White House and both houses of Congress only six brief times: during the
four years of the Carter administration, during the first two years of the Clinton admin-
istration, during the first few months of the George W. Bush administration (prior to the
defection of Republican Senator James Jeffords of Vermont), between the congressional
elections of 2002 and 2006, during the first two years of the Obama administration, and
during the first two years of the Trump administration. In 2010, voters decided to slam
on the brakes after two extremely active years with Democrats in charge, returning to
divided government following doubts about the Democrats’ agenda. In 2018, voters did
the same to Republicans in a backlash to Donald Trump’s election two years earlier.

To put this in perspective, when Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower was reelected pres-
ident in 1956, Democrats won control of both houses of Congress, marking the first time
in over a century (since Zachary Taylor’s election in 1848) that an election had produced a
president of one party and a Congress of another.?> As voters identified less with political
parties, they felt more freedom to pick and choose among individual candidates, regard-
less of party label. Presidents of the sixth party system tended not to have coattails that
would carry senators and representatives into office on the strength of their victory. Often,
representatives and senators had reverse coattails—outpolling the presidential nominee
of their party. In 2016, Republicans lost seats in the House and Senate even as they recap-
tured the White House. As a consequence, governing became more ad hoc, and more
difficult.

That’s one reason why this period of divided government has often been characterized
by the gridlock we talked about in Chapter 5. When voters place majorities of different
ideological persuasions in the White House and Congress, officials will naturally disagree,
and those checks and balances designed to slow progress kick into high gear. Without
strong party ties, this has happened with great frequency over the past four decades. Even
rare periods of one-party control were not always enough to move legislation through a
fractured system. Donald Trump was unable to get a Congress dominated by his party to
repeal the Affordable Care Act, one of his signature promises. Democrat Barack Obama
struggled mightily to fashion congressional support for health-care policy changes amidst
deeply held party divisions over how to structure and pay for reform. Jimmy Carter and
Bill Clinton (in his first two years) had comfortable House and Senate majorities but had
limited success winning legislative approval for their major agenda items.
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The contours of the 2020 election raise questions about the durability of the sixth
party system as the government struggles to address an onslaught of economic and social
problems. Anti-elite populist sentiment on both sides of the aisle is a sign of a restless
electorate. Whether this suggests a long-term turn to Trump-era populism, a Biden-era
transition to progressive governance, or a protracted struggle between the two, the stable
party alignment of the past several decades occupies a precarious perch.

Partisanship, long in decline, is on the rise. Voters once again have become inclined to
vote a straight party ticket, and elections have taken on an all-or-nothing urgency where
the opposing sides can behave like they are at war with each other.?¢ In 2020, the party
system faced a confluence of crises on par with other periods of party realignment: a once-
in-a-century pandemic; an economic crisis precipitated by the pandemic; the existential
crisis of climate change; and a national reckoning on structural racism propelled by the
murder of George Floyd. A fifth crisis was brought on by Donald Trump’s norm-defying
challenge to his election defeat and his assertion that unspecified voter fraud had cost him
a victory. This is a lot to ask a party system to manage, especially one that is at the stage
where previous party systems have disintegrated. However, if history is a guide, it may be
some time before we have enough evidence to know if we are again in a realigning period
and if a seventh party system is on the horizon.

We’ve covered a lot of ground talking about 220 years of party history. Let’s stop for
a second and take a look at Figure 6.4, which summarizes the main points about partisan
realignment and party systems. The majority party in each system is the one in blue type.

6.4 The Party in Government

“Do something!” LEARNING OBJECTIVE
That’s the cry heard for years from Americans frustrated with the inability of the federal  Distinguish between the party

government to make quick progress on important issues. But that doesn’t mean we agree i1 government and the party

on the details of what should be done. Joe Biden ran for president on an ambitious platform i the electorate.

containing plans for addressing a range of pressing and difficult problems like climate

Party System
Number Dates Main Issue Parties Major Figure
1 1796-1824 Federalism Federalists vs.  Anti-Federalists Jefferson
| (Democratic-
Republicans)
* ]
2 1828-1856 Expansion Whigs Vvs. Democrats Jackson
& 1860-1892 Slavery/. Republicans  vs. Democrats Lincoln
reconstruction
A / L /
4 1896-1928 Industrialization Republicans  vs. Democrats McKinley
A / L /
5 1932-1964 New Deal Republicans VS. Democrats F. D. Roosevelt
A / L /
6 1968-2020 Dealignment Republicans  vs. Democrats Reagan

I Denotes majority party in each system
FIGURE 6.4 Party Systems
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party in government: That
component of political parties
composed of elected officials
that organizes and runs our
governing institutions like
Congress, the presidency, state
governorships and assemblies,
and the like.

party in the electorate: Party
identifiers who make up the
rank-and-file membership of
the political parties.

responsible parties: Political
parties whose legislative mem-
bers act in concert, taking clear
positions on issues and voting
as a unit in accordance with
their stated positions.

issue voting: Choosing a
candidate in an election on the
basis of his or her proximity
to your position on an issue or
issues you consider important.
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change, affordable health care, immigration, and civil rights. As a candidate, he was able
to make broad promises. But turning promises into policy as president means hammering
out the details with fellow partisans in Congress, and that can prove challenging to do.

Democrat Barack Obama was elected on a platform of change that included some huge
promises, and his supporters expected that Democrats in Congress would work with him
to move his agenda forward. But members of Congress have their own constituencies and
their own views about how to approach these issues, sometimes leading to disagreements
among members of the same congressional party and between Congress and the president.

President Trump was able to command tremendous loyalty from congressional Repub-
licans. Following his 2020 Senate impeachment trial, only one fellow Republican voted to
turn him out of office even though several others conceded the evidence against him was
strong.?” Even so, Trump was not able to get everything he wanted from Congress. His
signature effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act failed when three Republican senators
defected—enough to defeat the legislation in a Senate where Republicans held a majority.

This elite group of Republicans and Democrats who serve in our governing institutions
constitute the party in government. We can contrast them with what we call the party
in the electorate, which involves all of us who through our party identification make up
rank-and-file party membership.

The party in government is an interesting and sometimes confounding entity. Remem-
ber, the Constitution established Congress and the presidency as institutions that would be
filled by people who did not carry party labels. Nonetheless, both institutions are infused
with partisanship. In Congress, party strength determines who runs the institution and
who controls the agenda. Individual members, though, still have the freedom to go their
own way, regardless of party membership.

6.4a How Parties in Government Function

Even when we don’t have divided government, it can be difficult for members of the same
party in Congress and the White House to work as one because of the way political parties
function in government. They’re flexible. They’re not ideological. They’re not respon-
sible parties, which is simply to say that party leaders cannot impose an agenda on their
members in the House or Senate, and legislators will not automatically heed the wishes of
a president of their party. To say we do not have responsible parties in the United States is
not to suggest that parties act irresponsibly; rather, it is to say that members of a party do
not act as one unit as parties often do in parliamentary systems. Global Topics: Responsi-
ble Parties puts the American system in an international perspective.

Because our political parties are those large, catch-all groups we were talking about
earlier, it shouldn’t be surprising to find members of the same party disagreeing with each
other and coming down on different sides of an issue. Nonetheless, in recent years, Dem-
ocrats and Republicans have been able to get large majorities of their members to stick
together on votes where the parties take a position. As you can tell from the party unity
scores in Figure 6.5, in the 1960s and 1970s, Republicans were somewhat more unified
than Democrats as conservative southern Democrats crossed over to vote with Republi-
cans. In the 1980s, during the Clinton administration, there was growing polarization in
the priorities of the parties, leading to greater internal cohesiveness in voting.?® By 2003,
partisanship had intensified to the point where Congressional Quarterly reported the most
polarization in its five decades of keeping track of party unity scores.?’

6.4b How Parties in Government Are Organized

Although party members may not agree on every policy detail, they invariably speak with
one voice when it comes to organizing the legislature. Parties organize the U.S. Congress
and forty-nine of the fifty state legislatures, with the party holding the most seats com-
manding the power to set the rules (only Nebraska, which has a unicameral or one-house
legislature, elects its representatives on a nonpartisan basis). We’ll see in Chapter 9 how
this gives majority party members many advantages if they can stay together and control
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GLOBAL TOPICS

Responsible Parties

In some countries, political parties act cohesively in
the legislature. Great Britain is a good example. Can-
didates run for office on a party platform, and when in
office, leaders of the majority party advance that plat-
form with the unified support of its members. Leaders
of the minority parties will also vote as a unit, forming a
reliable opposition group.

The British system offers incentives for responsible
party behavior that don’t apply to the American sys-
tem. The British prime minister is selected by the ma-
jority party in the House of Commons and remains in
office only with the continuing support of a legislative
majority. If the prime minister loses the support of the
majority, the government falls. So, it’s in the interest of
members of the majority party to act in concert in order
to maintain their majority status. Separation of powers
and fixed terms of office in the American system do not
give legislative parties in the United States the same
incentive to unify, as legislative majority status is con-
ferred by the voters every two years, whether or not
members of a party vote together.™2

In theory, there are advantages to having respon-
sible parties. Campaigns run around clearly articulated
programs would accentuate the choices between the
parties and provide voters with the information they
need to base their vote on the kind of policy they want
government to make. There would be no fudging or
fuzziness to the candidate’s positions of the sort that
can complicate issue voting like we talked about in
Chapter 4—what you see would be what you get. All
candidates of a party would run on the same program
and in office would be accountable to that program.
The party winning the most seats in the legislature
would therefore be expected to move ahead and im-
plement its program, while the minority party would
play the role of loyal opposition.

For these reasons, responsible parties have had
their advocates in the United States. Over a half-century
ago, the American Political Science Association issued
report in which it advocated responsible parties for the
United States.™3 Although responsible parties would
present voters with clear policy choices and make it
easier for elected officials to claim a mandate for ac-
tion, the decentralization of American politics has long
discouraged the collective action necessary to make it
happen.

In recent years, however, that may have changed.
Always broad coalitions of voters, American parties
over the past three decades have begun sorting into
something resembling ideological parties. Conservative
southern Democrats began aligning as Republicans to-
ward the end of the twentieth century, and as the party
became more conservative, liberal Republicans start-

ed exiting. During this time, the amount of ideological
overlap between partisans in the electorate has steadily
diminished, to the point where the parties came to rep-
resent two different and at times mutually exclusive sets
of interests. In 1994, 64 percent of Republicans were
more conservative than the median (middle) Democrat,
and 70 percent of Democrats were more liberal than the
median Republican. But over the next two decades, an
ideological chasm opened between the parties. In 2014,
fully 92 percent of Republicans were more conservative
than the median Democrat, and 94 percent of Demo-
crats were more liberal than the median Republican.™4

This shift was captured by party elites, and during
this same twenty-year period, we began to see move-
ment toward something resembling responsible par-
ties in Congress. It coincides with a concerted effort
by the Republican Party to impose discipline on its
candidates in the 1994 congressional elections, orga-
nizing its congressional campaigns around a platform
it called “The Contract with America.” Republican can-
didates signed a document pledging that, if elected as
a legislative majority, they would work collectively to
implement a carefully articulated set of policies, what
they called “a detailed agenda for national renewal.” It
included provisions for how the House would operate
and listed ten bills that would be considered during the
first one hundred days of the congressional session on
such things as a constitutional amendment requiring a
balanced budget, a crime bill, a welfare reform propos-
al, and congressional term limits.T'®

The idea of coordinating congressional campaigns
around a national party theme was novel: Congres-
sional campaigns are typically waged independent of
each other, revolving around local rather than nation-
al concerns. Nonetheless, Republican congressional-
candidates endorsed the “Contract with America” with
the discipline you’d expect to find in a system that has
responsible parties.

However difficult it can be to maintain strict party
discipline in a system that requires power sharing in
all but the most exceptional political circumstances,
we have seen far greater unity among congressional
parties than at any time in recent history. But can uni-
fied parliamentary-style parties function effectively in
a system of checks and balances that’s built on the
expectation of compromise? In the absence of unified
government, where the same party controls the pres-
idency and both houses of Congress, recent history
suggests the more unified the congressional parties,
the more likely it is that everything will grind to a halt, as
neither party will have the necessary political strength
to advance its agenda and neither will be interested in
softening the party line.
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FIGURE 6.5 Party Unity in Congress, 1955-20167'6

Party unity among Democrats increased greatly in the 1980s, while Republicans became a very cohesive party when they took
over Congress in 1995 following the “Contract with America” election. By the start of this century, Democrats and Republicans
had become so unified in their voting that bipartisanship became difficult to attain.

the organizational process. So, when it comes to organizational matters, it’s in everyone’s
interest to get with the program and vote along party lines.

Let’s use the U.S. Congress as an example of how parties organize legislatures. Before
the start of each two-year session of Congress, party members meet in groups closed to
members of the other party (Democrats call their group a “caucus” and Republicans call
their group a “conference”), to select their candidates for leadership positions in the com-
ing session. It’s understood that the candidates selected in caucus will receive the backing
of all party members later on, when leadership votes are held in the full House or Senate.
At that point, with individuals falling in line behind their party’s choices, the party with
the most seats will elect its candidates to positions in the majority, while the candidates of
the other party will take their place as part of the minority leadership.
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We’ll also see in Chapter 9 that the leadership of the House of Representatives is vested
in a Speaker of the House, who is selected on a party-line vote—essentially, as the top
leadership choice of the majority party. In both the House and Senate, each party has a
leader (majority leader or minority leader, depending on whether they are the majority or
minority party), who plays an important role in assigning party members to committees,
shaping and moving the legislative agenda, and campaigning and raising money for party
members. There are also several “whips,” who work to maintain as much party discipline
as possible on legislative votes.3°

Some leaders exercise power more strongly than others—for instance, Nancy Pelosi
goes to great lengths to hold her fellow Democrats accountable for their actions as Speaker
of the House—but in any event, the majority party exercises a lot more control over the
legislature than the minority. This is particularly true in the House of Representatives,
where the rules give the Speaker a lot of formal authority. Not surprisingly, this manner of
organization produces a lot of competitive pressure within both parties to attain (or remain
in) the majority.>! The pressure was particularly intense in the early years of the century as
the parties were so close in number that majority status remained within the reach of both.

6.5 The Party in the Electorate

Are you a Democrat? A Republican? If so, do you have your party membership card
stored carefully in your pocketbook or wallet?

Can’t find it? Don’t spend too much time looking. There are no membership cards for
American political parties, just like there are no meetings to attend and no dues to pay.
You can be a Republican simply by virtue of identifying with Republicans, a Democrat
with no more effort than it takes to think, “I guess I’'m a Democrat.” In some states, when
you register to vote, you may be asked if you want to register with a party so you can
participate in that party’s primary election contests (we’ll go into more detail on this in
Chapter 7). But you can change your registration any time you want, and you can consider
yourself a party member without ever registering.

When we talked about political socialization in Chapter 4, we said that party identi-
fication was the most well-socialized political phenomenon and that many of us hold to
our party affiliation in a manner similar to the way many people are attached to a religious
affiliation. This gives party identification a psychological component unrelated to what-
ever policy agreements we may have with the party we call our own. Through these asso-
ciations, be they emotional or policy-based, we align ourselves with a party and become a
small portion of that party’s base of support. In effect, we are the party in the electorate—
any of us who wish to claim allegiance to a political party, for whatever reason.

Now, there’s a connection between us—the party in the electorate—and the party in
government, inasmuch as party supporters typically want their candidates to succeed
politically, or to have an effect on public policy making, or both. The extent to which the
electorate acts on these wishes often depends on how much the electorate is motivated or
mobilized. The composition of the party in government depends on how much we indulge
our partisan instincts through the kinds of political participation we talked about in Chap-
ter 4—contributing funds, campaigning, or voting for members of our party.

6.5a Who Makes Up the Party in the Electorate?

Because we don’t have to declare our partisan allegiances, the composition of the Dem-
ocratic and Republican Parties in the electorate will shift and change. Nonetheless, there
are differences in the relative attachments of various groups of Americans to the two
parties. Republicans are more likely to be older, White, southern, less well educated, and
religious. Democrats tend to be younger, ethnically diverse, well educated, and secular
(see Figure 6.6).

6.5b How Are Political Parties Organized to Reach the Electorate?

As much as party organizations inside the legislature are structured and hierarchical, party
organizations that don’t perform a legislative function are more decentralized. Instead of

political socialization: The
process by which we acquire
political knowledge, attitudes,
and beliefs.

party identification: An
individual’s association with

a political party. The most
common parties Americans
identify with are the two major
parties, Republican and Demo-
crat. Party identification—also
called party [.D.—varies in
intensity such that it may be
strong or weak. Those who do
not identify with any party are
typically called independents.
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imagining a singular, cohesive, national Republican or Democratic Party, try to picture
each party with several national organizations, fifty statewide organizations, and lots of
local organizations, connected to each other but not organized from top to bottom. Each
has a slightly different perspective on the same goal: electing Republicans or Democrats
to office. From the standpoint of what they’re about, party organizations outside the leg-
islature are concerned with contesting elections—getting us to the polls to vote for their
candidates—not with governing or advancing legislation. They share political interests
with the party in government, but they operate separately.

Nationally, each party has three organizations: a national committee (the Democratic
National Committee, or DNC, and the Republican National Committee, or RNC), run by
a national committee chair, and House and Senate campaign committees.

The national committees govern the national parties and include among their members
representatives from the state parties. The party that controls the White House typically
finds that the president exercises a great deal of control over the actions of the committee,
from selecting the chair to setting the goals and objectives for the national party. The party
that is not in the White House typically finds that the national chair is an important force
in establishing the direction of the party and laying the groundwork to contest the next
national election.?

As the main national organization for their respective parties, the DNC and RNC are
responsible for arranging their party’s national convention. However, the parties only
meet in convention once every four years, for the purpose of nominating a presidential
and vice-presidential candidate. On a more regular basis, the national committees are
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responsible for raising money for campaigns, establishing the guidelines for nominating
presidential candidates, and helping state parties recruit candidates, develop campaign
strategies, and build their organizations (you can probably imagine how the state par-
ties perform parallel functions to the national committees). On the fund-raising front,
the national committees are joined by the four congressional committees—the National
Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC) and Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee (DCCC), which raise money for House candidates, and the Democratic Sen-
atorial Campaign Committee (DSCC) and National Republican Senatorial Committee
(NRSC), which do the same for Senate candidates.>?

For a long time, national party organizations were weak, victims of campaigns that had
become candidate-centered. With the growth of television as a central campaign tool, the
locus of campaigning shifted from the national committees to the candidates and their
personal campaign organizations. As we’ll see in Chapter 7, political consultants, hired
by the candidates to run campaigns and direct fund-raising techniques, made the national
party organizations less important to candidates. In recent years, the national party orga-
nizations have rebounded, owing in large part to the ability of the national parties to pro-
vide candidates with resources like political information and technical knowledge, and as
they became more proficient in raising money, they became stronger and more relevant.
Demystifying Government: “Only Vote ‘Em Once” discusses the concurrent declining
role of local parties. We’ll get a deeper sense of how parties operate as we take a closer
look at political campaigns and elections, the subject we’ll discuss in Chapter 7.

DEMYSTIFYING GOVERNMENT

political machines: The name
given to urban political parties
that used patronage to overrun
their competition and maintain
power.

patronage: Jobs, favors, and
other resources that party offi-
cials provide in exchange for
people’s political support.

“Only Vote ’Em Once”

While national parties have grown in strength, local par-
ties have become far weaker than they were early in the
twentieth century, when some were so strong that they
overpowered free democratic competition. In many cit-
ies, party organizations were political machines run
by party bosses who controlled electoral competition
by controlling patronage, or favors that were doled
out to political supporters.™8 The image of a machine
might bring to mind a smoothly running vehicle with
many component parts, and that’s pretty much the
way party machines operated. Cities were divided into
small districts or wards, each with its leader responsi-
ble for dispensing patronage.

Here’s how it worked: At a time when cities were
flooded with immigrants, party leaders through their
connections and control of public services could pro-
vide jobs, make sure tenement apartments had heat in
the winter, and supply a host of other necessary ser-
vices to poor constituents who had nowhere else to
turn for help. In exchange, they were asked to support
the party—a fairly easy price to pay when you’re cold
and hungry.

So, in one respect, political machines used the
resources of government to supply social services. In
another respect, they were thoroughly corrupt, ensur-
ing through patronage that there would be no compe-
tition against them. If, to maintain control, the names
of deceased people happened to appear in the voting
logs prepared to support the machine candidates in

the next election, who was going to complain? There’s
an old (and not particularly funny) joke about two ma-
chine politicians who, while looking at names on head-
stones in a cemetery, came across some particularly
long names that they planned to copy down and have
“vote” for machine candidates in the next election. One
politician blurted out that the names were so long, they
could vote them twice, to which his companion replied,
“Let’s be honest. Only vote ‘em once.”

Of course, there was nothing honest about it, even
though the political machines were providing people
with resources they needed. If you think back to Chap-
ter 2, when we said that in order to maintain liberty,
the Federalists created an inefficient system where fac-
tions would keep each other in check, you might rec-
ognize that just the opposite happened with the highly
efficient political machines that denied people the lib-
erty of free political competition. Madison argued that,
in a big country, it would be difficult for one faction to
dominate politics, but such was not the case in rela-
tively small cities.

Party machines began to decline as they lost ex-
clusive control of the resources needed for patronage.
As the federal government began to turn its attention
to social welfare needs during the New Deal and Great
Society eras, it claimed control of the resources that
machines needed to function.™® Patronage still exists
at all levels of politics, but political machines are largely
a thing of the past.
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Chapter Review

Define political parties.

Political parties are organized groups that link us to govern-
ment through the role they play in recruiting and running
candidates for elected office. We have two major parties in
the United States; many nations have more than that.

Explain why America’s two-party system is consistent
with its electoral mechanisms and public opinion.

A two-party system is consistent with our electoral mecha-
nisms that award representation on a winner-take-all basis
to the plurality vote winner of an election. Election laws
and the historically moderate tendencies of American pub-
lic opinion also encourage two parties, although they are
broad parties made up of groups that sometimes disagree.

Identify third parties as either ideological, single-is-
sue, or splinter parties, and explain why they rarely
compete successfully for elected offices.

When disagreements within parties become pronounced, a
faction might temporarily leave and form a splinter party
that competes as a third party against the Democrats and
Republicans. Typically, one of the major parties is able to
capture the allegiance of the disaffected faction in a future
election, and the third party disappears. Third parties built
around an ideology or single issue endure from election to
election but rarely win public office.

Define the term party system, and identify the key char-
acteristics of the six party systems that have arisen
since parties emerged in the late eighteenth century.

Since parties emerged in the late eighteenth century, we
have had six party systems in which two parties have faced
each other in regular competition. Each party system gave
way to a new one when a major issue arose that shattered

Key Terms

the prevailing party coalitions, causing a realignment to a
new party system following a critical election.

Identify the relationship between realignments and
the demise of party systems.

Explain why the post-1960s political era may be under-
stood as a period of dealignment.

The most recent realignment coincided with the emer-
gence of the sixth party system under the leadership of the
Republican Party following the decline of the New Deal
coalition that formed in response to the Great Depression.
This party system has been characterized by dealignment
of the political parties, resulting in weak party ties, more
independent voters, and divided government.

Distinguish between the party in government and the
party in the electorate.

We can understand political parties by distinguishing
between the party in government and the party in the elec-
torate. The party in government is composed of elected
officials who serve in government, and our legislative
branch is organized around parties, with the majority party
controlling leadership positions and exercising great influ-
ence over the legislative agenda. Even though party lead-
ers often have an agenda, party members do not always
follow it because we do not have responsible parties that
would obligate members to vote the party line. However,
in recent years there has been less ideological overlap
between the parties, resulting in more party-line votes.
The party in the electorate is composed of those of us who
identify as Democrats or Republicans, although American
parties do not require formal membership.

coalition A government formed as a partnership among several
victorious parties in a multiparty system, following negotiations
about the agenda that each party will be allowed to pursue in
exchange for its participation in the new government. (p. 173)

coattails The ability of a victorious presidential candidate to
sweep congressional candidates of the same party into office on
the strength of people voting for one political party. (p. 186)

critical election An election that heralds a realignment, during
which large numbers of voters deviate from their traditional party
allegiances in what turns out to be a lasting change. (p. 177)

dealignment The weakening of party affiliation, signified by
an increase in the number of people who call themselves inde-
pendents. (p. 185)

divided government Partisan division of the national govern-
ment, in which each of the two major parties can claim control
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of one branch (or one legislative house) of the federal govern-
ment. (p. 186)

electorate The portion of the public eligible to vote in elec-
tions. (p. 168)

faction A group of individuals who are united by a desire that,
if realized, would threaten the liberty of the larger community—
in James Madison’s words, individuals who are “united and
actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest,
adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and
aggregate interests of the community.” A faction may be defined
by size, such as when a majority of citizens threatens the liberty
of the minority, or by intensity, such as when a minority of cit-
izens with intensely held preferences threatens the liberty of a
disinterested majority. (p. 178)
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Fair Deal The name given to the domestic policies of President
Truman, which built on the popularity of the New Deal. (p. 183)

gender gap A difference in the voting pattern of men and
women, evident since 1980, whereby men are more likely than
women to support Republican presidential candidates. (p. 185)

Great Society The name given to the programs of President
Lyndon B. Johnson, which elevated the federal government to the
most prominent role it would play in the twentieth century. The
philosophy of the Great Society was that government should try
to solve large social problems like hunger and poverty. (p. 183)

gridlock The term given to legislative inaction, when members
of Congress are unable to reach agreement and legislation stalls.

(p. 186)

ideological parties Third parties that form around a broad ide-
ology not represented by the two major American parties. They
endure from election to election despite the fact that they rarely
achieve electoral success. (p. 174)

interest aggregation The process by which groups with dif-
ferent and potentially conflicting agendas are brought together
under the umbrella of a political party. (p. 173)

issue voting Choosing a candidate in an election on the basis of
his or her proximity to your position on an issue or issues you
consider important. (p. 189)

majority Winning more than half the votes in an election, or 50
percent plus one. (p. 169)

multimember district The structure of electoral districts in
proportional representation systems, in which each electoral
district sends several representatives to the legislature. (p. 169)

multiparty system Political systems in which more than two
parties have a realistic chance to win representation in govern-
ment. (p. 169)

New Deal The name given to the programs of President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt, which vastly expanded the role of the federal
government in an effort to deal with the debilitating effects of
the Great Depression on American society. (p. 182)

New Deal coalition The political coalition composed of urban-
ites, ethnic and racial minorities, unions, liberals, and southern-
ers that made the Democratic Party the majority party during the
fifth party system. (p. 183)

party identification An individual’s association with a polit-
ical party. The most common parties Americans identify with
are the two major parties, Republican and Democrat. Party iden-
tification—also called party .D.—varies in intensity such that
it may be strong or weak. Those who do not identify with any
party are typically called independents. (p. 191)

party in government That component of political parties com-
posed of elected officials that organizes and runs our governing
institutions like Congress, the presidency, state governorships
and assemblies, and the like. (p. 188)

party in the electorate Party identifiers who make up the rank-
and-file membership of the political parties. (p. 188)

party system The regular, over-time competition of the same
major political parties, composed of the same groups of identi-
fiers. (p. 176)
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patronage Jobs, favors, and other resources that party officials
provide in exchange for people’s political support. (p. 193)

plurality Winning the most votes in an election, or at least one
more vote than the next closest candidate or party. (p. 169)

political machines The name given to urban political parties
that used patronage to overrun their competition and maintain
power. (p. 193)

political party An organized group of individuals with common
interests seeking to gain power in government by electing offi-
cials to public office. (p. 168)

political socialization The process by which we acquire politi-
cal knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs. (p. 191)

proportional representation Electoral systems that encourage
the participation of many parties by awarding representation on
the basis of the share of the vote won by each party in an elec-
toral district. (p. 169)

realignment A shift from one party system to another, the result
of a lasting, long-term adjustment in the groups that identify
with the major political parties. (p. 177)

Reform Party The organization built by businessman Ross
Perot in a mostly unsuccessful attempt to create a competitive
third party. (p. 176)

responsible parties Political parties whose legislative mem-
bers act in concert, taking clear positions on issues and voting as
a unit in accordance with their stated positions. (p. 188)

single-issue parties Third parties that form to advance a spe-
cific issue agenda, like environmentalism, that members feel is
not being adequately addressed by the two major American par-
ties. They endure from election to election despite the fact that
they rarely achieve electoral success. (p. 174)

single-member district The structure of electoral districts in
winner-take-all electoral systems, in which each electoral dis-
trict sends only one representative to the legislature. (p. 169)

splinter parties Third parties that split away from one of the
major parties in protest against the direction taken by the Repub-
licans or Democrats. They often form around a charismatic
leader and last a short time, after which the major parties address
their concerns, and they lose their reason to continue. (p. 175)

ticket splitting Voting for candidates of different parties for
different offices, rather than voting a “party line” for all Repub-
licans or all Democrats. (p. 186)

two-party system A political system, like ours in the United
States, in which only two parties have a realistic chance to win
most elections. (p. 169)

tyranny The denial of liberty to individuals through the actions
of a faction or through the actions of government itself. (p. 178)
winner-take-all system The electoral system in use in the
United States, whereby the candidate of the party receiving the
most votes in an electoral district gets to represent that district.

(p. 169)
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