Unit 2:  Political Behavior:  Government by the People

Chapter 5:  Political Parties

Section 1:  Parties and What They Do

I. What Is a Party?

A. Political Party

1. A group of persons who seek to control government through the winning of elections and the holding of public office.

2. A group of persons, joined together on the basis of certain common principles, who seek to control government in order to bring about the adoption of certain public policies and programs

3. Major Parties

a. The dominant political parties in the U.S.

b. Democrats and Republicans

c. These parties are not necessarily issue oriented, but rather election oriented

4. Each party is a Coalition
a. A union of many persons of diverse interests who have come together to get their candidates elected to public office.

Political Party Affiliation


American politics is dominated and distinguished by the two party system.  Democrats and Republicans differ on many issues; however, there are no clear-cut beliefs for either party today.  Politics is changing today, and the divisions of party politics are becoming blurred.  There are still some issues that each party affiliates itself with today.  Below are some of those issues:


Republicans (Conservatives) believe in:  

1. Economic freedom

2. National defense

3. Strict construction of the Constitution

4. Free enterprise (market driven economy)

5. Communism is a major threat

6. Foreign intervention-does it benefit the U.S.?

7. Pro Life

8. Little government interference

9. “Survival of the fittest”

10. Freedom to bear arms

Democrats (Liberals) believe in:

1. Government aid

2. Welfare spending (as opposed to military spending)

3. Regulation of business to ensure fairness

4. Pacifistic-keeping us out of war

5. Global aid to benefit everyone

6. Pro Choice

7. Government interference to ensure the welfare of everyone

8. Gun control

9. “Survival of everyone”

These are just some of the issues that the parties may differ on.  This is not set in stone, some Republicans may believe in liberal ideas and vice versa.  This is very general.

Where do you rate yourself?  Log onto the website http://www.self-gov.org/quiz.html to see where you fall on the political spectrum.  
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II. What do Parties Do?

A. The Nominating Function

1. Naming candidates for public office

2. Gathers support for the candidate

B. The Informer-Stimulator Function

1. Parties inform the people and stimulate their interest and participation in public affairs

2. Informs people in order to gain an advantage

3. A lot of propaganda

C. The “Seal of Approval” Function

1. Ensures the candidate would do a good job

2. No serious blemishes on his/her record

D. The Governmental Function

1. Congress and State Legislatures are often organized along party lines, and they conduct their business on a partisan basis.

2. Parties provide another check within Congress itself

E. The Watchdog Function

1. The party not in power (minority) frequently criticizes the majority party

2. Creates much conflict

Section 2:  The Two-Party System

Minor Party-one of the less widely supported parties in the political system (not Republican or Democrat)

Two-Party System-Republicans and Democrats controlling the political landscape

I. Reasons for the Two-Party System

A. The Historical Basis

1. The framers of the Constitution opposed political parties

2. Developed out of Federalists and Anti-Federalists

B. The Force of Tradition

C. The Electoral System

1. Single-member district

a. Contests in which only one candidate is elected to each office on the ballot

b. The Winner must receive a plurality-the largest number of votes cast for the office (not a majority)

c. This hinders minor parties

2. It is difficult for minor parties to get their candidate on the ballot

a. In Presidential elections, the two major parties are on all fifty ballots

b. In history, only six non-major party candidates have been listed in all 50 states (p. 104)

D. The American Ideological Consensus

1. American political ideals tend to be in the middle

a. People “go with the flow”

b. Extremists are shunned (traditionally)

c. “Middle of the Road”

II. Multiparty Systems

A. Multiparty system

1. A system in which several major and many lesser parties exist

2. Like many countries of Europe

3. More issue based

4. Supporters say these would be more responsive to the people

5. Is this the way the U.S. is moving?

III. One-Party Systems

A. In many dictatorships

B. Really a “no-party” system

IV. Membership of the Parties

A. Political Tendencies

1. Democrats

a. African Americans, Catholics, Jews, and union members

2. Republicans

a. White males, Protestants, and large business leaders

B. Factors that determine party affiliation

1. Parents

2. Religion

3. Occupation

4. Economic Status

5. Level of Education

6. Place of Residence

7. Age

8. See page 107 to see political trends

Section 3:  The Two-Party System in American History

I. The Nations First Parties

A. Federalists vs. Anti-Federalists

1. Federalists

a. Led by Hamilton

b. For the Constitution

c. Wealthy

2. Anti-Federalists

a. Led by Jefferson

b. Wanted more limited government

c. Southerners, farmers, common men

II. The Eras of One-Party Domination

A. The Era of the Democrats (1800-1860)

1. Started with Jefferson becoming President until the Civil War

B. The Era of the Republicans (1860-1932)

1. The Civil War deeply divided Americans

2. Led by Lincoln

3. Theodore Roosevelt left the party in 1912 when he did not receive the party’s bid for re-election (and Democrat W. Wilson won the election)

C. The Return of the Democrats (1932-1968)

1. Change was demanded to combat the Great Depression

2. FDR was elected President in 1932 and served until his death in 1945 (elected 4 times)

3. This period saw World War II, the beginning of the Cold War, Korea, and Vietnam

4. Other Presidents included Truman, Eisenhower (R), Kennedy, and Johnson

D. The Start of a New Era

1. From 1968-1992, the Republicans dominated politics

a. Nixon, Ford, Carter (D), Reagan, Bush

2. Clinton, elected in 1992, was the first two term elected Democrat since FDR

Section 4:  The Minor Parties

I. Minor Parties in the United States

A. The Ideological Parties

1. Those based on a particular set of beliefs, a comprehensive view of social, economic, and political matters

2. Some based on Marxist thought

a. Socialist, Socialist Labor, Socialist Worker, Communist

3. Libertarian

a. Emphasizes individualism and calls for doing away with most of government’s present functions and programs

B. Single-issue Parties

1. Concerned with one single policy matter

2. The Free Soil party was an example (stop spread of slavery)

3. These disappear quickly

C. Economic Protest Parties

1. Those rooted in periods of economic discontent

2. Greenback Party (1876-1884)

a. Appealed to struggling farmers

3. Because of our capitalistic economy, these parties also fade quickly

D. Splinter Parties

1. Have split away from one of the major parties

2. Reform Party

a. Ross Perot-1996

b. Does not really fit one of these catagories

c. Formed to express disgust of two party system and fit Perot’s economic visions

II. The Key Role of Minor Parties

A. These parties are becoming more popular today as more and more Americans become disillusioned with the two party system

B. Minor parties presents issues which must be addressed by the major parties

Section 5:  The Organization of Political Parties

I. The Reality of Political Parties

A. The Role of the Presidency

1. Automatically assumes party leadership

2. Makes party much more visible

B. The Impact of Federalism

1. Because we have so many elected offices at different levels, the political parties become decentralized

C. The Role of the Nominating Process

1. Remember, parties themselves nominate candidates (at their National Conventions)

2. Fighting among themselves

II. National Party Machinery

A. The National Convention

1. Meets in the summer of every presidential election year to nominate the party’s presidential and vice-presidential candidates

2. Adopts party rules and writes the platform
a. The party’s ideological stance

B. The National Committee

1. Made up primarily of party leaders from the state level

C. The National Chairperson

1. Heads up the national committee

2. Chosen to a four year term

D. The Congressional Campaign Committee

1. Work to reelect incumbents and to save the seats given up by retiring party members

2. Help run campaigns

III. State and Local Party Machinery

A. The State Organization

1. Consists of a chairperson and central committee for the state

2. Build party unity, gather funds

B. Local Organization

1. Vary greatly from state to state

2. Ward

a. A unit into which cities are often divided for the election of city council members

3. Precinct

a. The smallest unit of election administration

b. The polling place where voters vote

IV. The Three Elements of the Party

A. The Party Organization

1.  Leaders, activists, the ones in control

B. The Party Electorate

1.  Straight party ticket voters

C. The Party in Government

1. Officeholders

V. The Future of the Major Parties

A. Parties have been weakening since the 1960’s

B. Reasons for weakness

1. A sharp drop in voters willing to affiliate themselves with a party

2. A big increase in split-ticket voting

3. Structural changes and reforms (direct primary, campaign finance laws) have led to internal conflict

4. Increased technology (media) has made candidates less dependant on the party

5. Growth of single issue organizations (Political Action Committees)

