Chapter 8. Political Parties
In the US, party competition is normally a battle between Democrats and Republicans for control of public office. 

Without party competition, there would be no choices for constituents; without choices, there would be no democracy.

Although the parties may have changed, Americans have always had a choice between two major political parties since the early 1800s.
The Meaning of Parties
Almost all definitions of political parties have one thing in common – parties try to win elections.
Political Parties = Anthony Downs; teams of men and women seeking to control government by gaining office in a duly constituted election.

Political parties wear three distinct hats: party in the electorate, party as an organization, and party in government.
Party in Electorate: largest component of political parties. American political parties do not charge dues to members. In fact, you can register as a member, but are under no obligation to carry out that membership. 

To be a member of a party, all you have to do is claim to be a member. You do not have to work a campaign, you can vote for members of other parties, and you do not even have to talk to political officials. 
Party as an Organization: the major parties have a national office, a full time staff, rules and bylaws, and budgets. In addition to a national office, each party maintains state and local headquarters. 

The party organization includes – precinct leaders, county chairpersons, state chairpersons, state delegates to the national committee, and officials in the party’s DC office. These are people who keep the party running between elections – there goal ( electoral victory.

Party in Government: consists of elected officials who call themselves members of the party. Although presidents, members of Congress, governors, and lesser officeholders may share a common party label, they do not always agree on policy. These leaders are the main spokesmen for the party; the party in government is charged with implementing promises into policies.

However, unity among party in government officials is not always easy. Not only are these officeholders often driven by their own political ambitions, but, as a result, much wheeling and dealing must take place within officials of the same party in order to carryout policy initiatives. 
Tasks of the Parties: because parties are so prevalent in the US, they serve as a linkage institution – linking people’s concerns onto the policy agenda. To be an effective linkage institution, parties must perform five major tasks:
· Parties Pick Candidates: almost no one gets elected without winning a party’s endorsement – or a party’s nomination. Primary elections provide citizens with an opportunity to select who their party will nominate. Prior to these Progressive Reforms, the party used to select their party’s nominees.
· Parties Run Campaigns: through their national, state, and local headquarters, parties coordinate political campaigns. However, television (combined with money) has made it easier for candidates to campaign on their own.
· Parties Give Cues to Voters: most voters have a party image of each party – they know (or think they know) what Republicans and Democrats stand for. Voters use this party image – or perception of the parties – when making electoral decisions. 

· Parties Articulate Policies: within the electorate and government, each party advocates specific policy alternatives. (See Table 8.2, Party Platforms, 2004, p. 252)
· Parties Coordinate Policymaking: in America’s fragmented government, parties coordinate between the different branches of government. Virtually all major public officials are members of a party. When they need support to get something done, the first place their turn to is their fellow partisans. 
Because of the important role of political parties in American government, many scholars continue to support Schattschneider’s famous assertion that modern democracy is unthinkable without competition between political parties. 
Parties, Voters, and Policy – The Downs Model: the parties compete as if they were in a marketplace; a party is in the market for voters, their products are their candidates and policies. 
Anthony Downs has provided a rational choice model which encapsulates the relationship between voters, parties, and policies. 

Rational Choice Theory = political science theory used to explain the actions of voters and politicians; it assumes that individuals act in their own bet interests, carefully weighing the costs and benefits of possible alternatives. 

Downs argues that (1) voters want to maximize the chance that policies they favor will be adopted by government, and (2) parties want to win office. 
Down’s Critique: Do voters actually do cost benefit analysis before they cast their votes? Consider the fact that many Americans don’t even vote. Also consider the fact that many voters, who do vote, are often uniformed. 

Although Down’s argument regarding voters is questionable, his assertion regarding political parties is accurate.  

As noted by Figure 8.1, The Downs Model: How Rational Parties Match Voters’ Policy Preferences (Book, p. 242) parties which cater to the media voter are more successful than those in the extremes.

However, there is a difference between a party’s position during a primary, versus their position during an election. 
The Party in the Electorate  
In the US, people do not get membership cards for being party members, nor do they have to pay dues, attend meetings, or campaign for politicians. 
Therefore, the party in the electorate consists of symbolic images and ideas; party is a psychological label. 

Party images impact party identification. 
Party Identification = citizens self proclaimed preference for one party over another. 
However, over the years, party identification has shifted away from the major parties, towards Independents. 

See Table 8.1 Party Identification in the US, 1952-2004, Book, p. 243
Not only has support for the major parties declined, but party loyalty has also declined. In recent years, ticket splitting has reached record proportions. 
Ticket Splitting = voting for one party for one office, and another party for another office (i.e. Pres – Rep, Senator – Dem). 
The Party Organizations – From Grass Roots to Washington
American political parties are decentralized and fragmented. Because candidates can get elected on their own, the party organization performs very limited roles. 
Local Politics: the urban political party was once the main political party organization in the US. From the late 19th century to the 1930s, numerous cities where governed by party machines.  
Party Machines = type of political party organization that relies heavily on material inducements, such as patronage, to win votes and to govern (i.e. Daley Machine). 
Patronage = a key inducement used by party machines. A patronage job, promotion, or contract is one that is given for political reasons rather than for merit or competition alone.  
These urban machines relied heavily on ethnic group support; Irish politicians such as George Washington Plunkett relied on Irish immigrants in NY, James Michael Curley relied on those in Boston, and Richard J Daley on those in Chicago. 

The reform movement – for the most party – put an end to machine politics; consequently, urban party organizations are no longer active rulers. For instance, patronage jobs were eliminated and replaced by merit jobs – thus taking the party out of urban politics. 

The 50 State Party Systems: there are 50 state party systems, and no two are alike. In some states, parties are strong; in other states, parties are weak. 
States are allowed to regulate party activities and organize elections. They are also allowed to determine who can participate in elections. 

Closed Primaries = only people who have registered in advance with the party can vote in the primaries (IL) – this encourages greater party loyalty 
Open Primaries = allow voters to decide on Election Day whether they want to participate in the Democratic or Republican contest. 
Blanket Primaries = the most anti-party option – allows voters to select officeholders based on a list from candidates from both parties; this allows one to pick candidates from both parties. 
Organizationally, the role of state parties has increased since the 1960s. They maintain permanent state headquarters, they have larger budgets, and they are better organized. 
The National Party Organizations:  the national level is where the party organization has its most powerful role. 
National Conventions = meeting of party delegates every four years to choose a presidential ticket and write the party’s platform.
National Committees = an institution which keeps the party operating between conventions; composed of reps from each state and territory. 
National Chairperson = national chairperson is responsible for the day to day activities of the party and is usually handpicked y the presidential nominee. 
The Party in Government: Promises and Policy
Which party controls government is important because parties and elected officials translation promises into policies. 
Although promises are often broken, for every broken promise, many more are kept. 

If parties do what they say they will do, then the party platforms adopted at national conventions represent blueprints for action.

Party Eras in American History 
American has always been a two party system. Throughout history, one party has tended to dominate for long periods of time = party eras.
Party Eras = historical periods where a majority of voters cling to the party in power, which tends to win the majority of elections. 
Punctuating each party era is a critical election.
Critical Elections = an electoral earthquake where new issues emerge, new coalitions replace old ones, and the majority party is often displaced by the minority party. 
Critical election periods are often marked by a national crisis, and may require several elections to transform the party system. 

Party Realignment = as a result of changes in party eras and the critical elections which fuel these changes, party realignment takes place; party realignment is the displacement of the majority party by the minority party.
The following section examines the various party eras in American history:

(See Overhead Figure 9.1 Party Systems in the US

The Struggle for Democracy, Greenberg & Page)
· First Party System – Federalists vs. Democratic Republicans* – 1790-1816: although the founders were hostile to parties, they created them almost instantly. Hamilton formed the first party in order to push through Washington’s ambitious legislative program. He persuaded members of Congress to form a loosely organized party called the Federalists.
Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and others formed their own party in Congress to oppose Hamilton’s domestic program and Federalists foreign policy. Although they called themselves Republicans, Federalists tried to discredit them by calling them Democratic Republicans. (The term Democratic was a term of ridicule, scorn, and disrespect, not praise, in those days.)
Tainted by pro-British sympathies during the War of 1812, and its image as a party of the wealthy and aristocratic, the Federalist Party gradually disappeared. 

· Era of Good Feelings – No Parties – 1816-1828: by 1816, the two party system evolved into a one-party or no-party system. Because of the absence of party competition, this era is known as the Ear of Good Feelings.
· Second Party System – Democrats vs. Whigs – 1828-1860: the Era of Good Feelings came to an end when a dispute surfaced over the 1824 presidential election. Andrew Jackson won a plurality of the popular vote and electoral votes, but failed to win a majority (51%) of either. 
The House of Representatives chose John Quincy Adams as president. Supporters of Jackson formed an opposition that came to be known as the Democratic Party; supporters of Adams organized the Whig Party. 
Starting in 1828, when Jackson defeated Adams for President, the Democrats won six of the next eight presidential elections. 

· Realignment – 1860-1868: each of the parties split apart as the nation drifted toward civil war. The Whig party simply disintegrated and disappeared. Several of its fragments came together and formed the Free Soilers (opposing the expansion of slavery into new territories). Anti-slavery democrats split from the party and formed a new Republican Party. Though the Democratic Party survived, it was fragmented. 
· Third Party System – Democrats vs. Republicans – 1868-1896: after the Civil War, the Democratic and Republican Parties were roughly balanced on national politics. In addition, each party had a regional flavor (ex. Democrats focused on white southerners, Catholics, and workers in northern urban areas; Republicans focused on business, the middle class, and African Americans). Politically, Democrats were able to control 8 of 20 presidency years, 6 years of the Senate, and 14 years of the House. 
· Realignment – 1896: beneath the storm of a balanced two party system, a storm was brewing. Because the late 19th century was a time of rapid economic and social change and disruption, protest movements and third parties began surfacing. The Populist Party emerged as the strongest, generating 8.5% of the total vote in the 1892 election and winning four states in the Electoral College.  
In 1896, the Populist Party joined the Democratic Party. As a result, many conservative Democrats deserted their party to join the Republicans. 

· Fourth Party System – Democrats vs. Republicans* – 1897-1932: The Republicans won by a landslide and dominated American politics until the Great Depression and the election of 1932. During this Fourth Party System, Republicans won control of both houses of Congress in 15 of the 18 elections; they won the presidency in 7 of the 9 elections. 
· Realignment – 1932-1936: the Great Depression, the New Deal, and the leadership of FDR ushered a long period of Democratic party dominance. 
New Deal = anti-Depression measures by FDR; programs to help the poor, homeless, workers, and minorities.
· Fifth Party System – Democrats* vs. Republicans – 1936-1967: during this period, Democrats won 7 of 9 presidential elections, they controlled the House and Senate for all but four years, and they prevailed in governorships and state legislatures throughout the country. 
Democratic dominance was built on an alliance of workers, Catholics, Jews, unionists, small and medium size farmers, urban dwellers, white ethnics, southerners, and blacks = the new face of the Democratic Party.

What do party coalitions look like today? For a quick comparison:

See Figure 8.2 Party Coalitions Today (book, p. 256)
· Realignment – 1968: the New Deal Coalition began to disintegrate in the 1968 election, when Republican Nixon won the presidency. This election gave way to a period of divided government, in which one party controls the Executive Branch (presidency) and the other party controls all or party of the Legislative Branch (House and Senate). 
· Sixth Party System – Divided Government -1969-present (2000?): Although, both parties have become more competitive in elections at all levels, there is also a dealignment taking place. Dealignment = a gradual reduction in the dominance of one political party without another taking its place. 
· Realignment:  Republican* vs. Democrats: in 2000 Republicans gained control of Congress and the Presidency; and this has been the case for several years…
Third Parties: Their Impact on American Politics
The story of American party struggle is primarily the story of two major parties, but third parties are a regular feature in American politics.

Third Parties: electoral contenders other than the two major parties. American third parties are not unusual, but they rarely win elections. 
Third parties come in three varieties: there are parties that promote certain causes – either controversial single issues (prohibition of alcohol, legalization of marijuana) or extreme ideological positions (socialism or libertarianism); there are parties which are offshoots of the major parties (progressive party), and there are parties which are extensions of popular individuals with presidential aspirations (Ross Perot). 

Although third parties rarely win office, they do have an impact on politics. (Nader took votes from Gore, liberal; Perot took votes from Bush Sr, conservative)

Understanding Political Parties

Political parties are essential elements of democratic governments. 

Democracy and Responsible Party Government: ideally, in a democracy, candidates should say what they will do if elected, and once elected, they should carry out those promises. However, too often, this is not the case. 
Advocates of the Responsible Party Model believe that parties should meet certain objectives.
Responsible Party Model: a view of how parties should work. Parties should offer clear and distinct choices to the voters. In turn, voters should use these choices as cues to their own preferences on a candidate. Lastly, once elected, parties should carry out their campaign promises. 
Advocates argue that a two party system which operates under this model makes it easier to convert party promises into governmental policies. However, this is not the way parties actually operate. Parties are too decentralized to take a single national position, which can then be enforced by the party

Critics of this model argue that our current party systems work. They argue that the complexity and diversity of the American society cannot be captured by such a simple model of party politics. In fact, a weak party system prevents political parties from trampling rights of individuals. 
Is the Party Over? The key problem for American political parties is that they are no longer the main source of political information, attention, and affection. One of the biggest rivals of parties is the media; citizens no longer have to rely on the parties for information on candidates because the media provides it.
Another rival of parties is interest groups. Throughout the years, they have grown to be powerful and influential. Interest groups have pioneered the technology of modern politics, through mass mailings and sophisticated fund raising.

Although many political scientists are concerned because they see parties on the verge of disappearing, others argue that parties will continue to play an important role – although possibly diminished – in American politics. 

