
POLITICAL PARTIES OVERHEADS

I. Americans have a distaste for political parties

A. many of the Founders were profoundly uncomfortable with the notion of parties

1. they wanted some type of government by consensus where parties would play little in any role

2. summarized by George Washington in his 1796 farewell address:  "Let me warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the spirit of party generally."

B. that general distaste for parties has echoed through American history

1. many Americans equate parties with back room deals, smoke filled rooms, corruption, etc.

2. it is common to hear both Democrats and Republicans wail against partisanship and to equate following the "party line" with voting against the best 

interest of the people

3. Tocqueville concurred: “Parties are an evil inherent in free governments”

C. contrast that with the attitude of most political scientists and many practicing politicians, who believe that political parties are essential to democracy

1. E. E. Schattschneider: "political parties created democracy"

2. Benjamin Disraeli: “party is organized opinion”

3. argument = parties form a critical link between the public and the institutions of government

4. parties serve to educate, mobilize, crystallize, and organize public opinion, and to discipline the officials who serve in government

5. without parties, politics becomes chaos and democratic politics becomes impossible

II. let's start with a definition

A.  political parties = groups that seek to elect candidates to public office by supplying them with a label by which they are known to the public

B. notice:

1. different from other interest groups

2. parties supply the labels; they contest the elections; they structure the public debate — they aggregate

III. before we move on to discuss what it is that parties do, let's place American parties in perspective by considering SIX characteristics that distinguish them

A. first, there are only two major parties

1. primarily a function of moderate, unimodal electorate and single member district electoral structure (also electoral college) 

2. structure provides incentive for parties to be large, inclusive, and for composite groups to make deals under the party umbrella, before an election

3. one of the results is that "3rd parties" are small and relatively unimportant in U.S.

B. second, parties are decentralized organizations

1. for most purposes, parties are organized at the state level

2. national party HQ provides little coordination

3. principal purpose of national party is to nominate presidential and VP candidates — only every four years

4. generally speaking GOP is more centrally organized than the Democrats

C. third, leadership is diffused

1. power is split between organizational leaders and public office holders

2. incumbent president names national party leaders

D. fourth, American parties are less ideological than parties in most other developed countries

1. parties are more pragmatic than ideological — seek to win elections first and foremost

2. a function of our system — both parties seek to appeal to moderate voters in the middle

3. less true of GOP

E. fifth, American parties are less responsible than parties in most western democracies

1. responsible parties are ones whose elected officials are disciplined, vote a straight party line, and can collectively be held responsible by the public

2. that does not happen in the U.S.

a. party leaders cannot control who runs on their ticket 

b. parties offer relatively little support for candidates — campaigns

    are candidate-centered

c. government structure makes responsibility harder

F. sixth, Americans are not committed to party politics

1. generally, politics is not as passionate as in other places (see Tocqueville: Americans would rather make money)

2. specifically, not as committed to parties

IV.  what do parties do?

A. generally speaking, primary purpose is to facilitate government

1. party in power — controls institutions, staffs government, initiates policy

2. party out of power — loyal opposition, offers an alternative

B. fulfill this purpose at three levels

1. party in the electorate

2. party as organization 

3. party in government

C. the party in the electorate is useful as: 

1. an economizing device — vote on the basis of party ID, less need to collect other information 

2. a perceptual screen — screen out some information, lower cognitive dissonance, makes action easier

D. party as organization helps with the nomination and election of candidates

1.  recruit potential candidates

2. serve as a cue giver to the public (label)

3. provide resources

E. party in government performs two basic functions

1. organize governmental machinery when in majority

a. staff the leadership of Congress

b. fill posts in the executive branch

c. fill vacancies in the judicial branch

2. serves as loyal opposition when in minority

a. watches the majority to keep it honest

b. provides the public with an alternative ready to take power
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