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American Political Parties 
 

I. Review of key ideas 

 

• Constitution of the United States established three coequal 

branches of government: Legislative, Executive, Judiciary 

o Flexible structure of government 

• Also established 

o Who could run for House, Senate, president/VP 

o When elections held 

o Electoral College for president/VP 

• Amendment process (2/3 vote in House AND Senate, majority 

vote in ¾ of states==38 of 50) added: 

o XII: President and Vice President run on same ticket 

(1804) 

o XIV: Freed slaves no longer 3/5 person under census 

(1868) 

o XV: No male can be denied vote based on race (1870) 

o XVII: U. S. Senators elected by voters, not state 

legislatures (1913) 

o XIX: No person can be denied vote based on gender 

(1920) 

o XXII: Presidents can serve no more than two elected 

terms, plus less than 2 years before (1951) 

o XXIII: District of Columbia residents have vote for 

president counted (1961) 

o XXIV: No poll taxes (1964) 

o XXVI: Voting age lowered to 18 from 21 (1971) 



 

II. History of American political parties 

 

The word “party,” as in a political party, comes from Latin word 

pars, meaning “part, portion, share.” Forms of political parties—

groups of people with a common political aim—have existed as 

long as elected governments have. 

 

However… 

 

Federalist 10. The framers of the Constitution deliberately left 

political parties out of the Constitution. Madison, writing in 

Federalist 10 in 1788, warned of the “mischiefs of faction,” 

 

Faction is “citizens…who are united or actuated by some 

common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the 

rights of other citizens…or to the community.” 

 

Most common division is “unequal distribution of property” 

 

Madison feared what we now call “tribalism,” when citizens are 

more concerned for the well-being of their group than of the 

country as a whole. He recognized how strong these ties are, and 

hoped a republican form of government: a large number of citizens 

choose a much smaller number of wiser and more experienced 

citizens to run the actual government. In theory, these wiser 

leaders would decide laws based on common good. 

 



Federalists vs Democratic-Republicans.  However, by 1800, it was 

clear elected officials and citizens were already dividing—

loosely—into early forms of political parties. 

 

The first big dividing line was how strong the new federal 

government should be versus how strong the state governments 

should be. 

 

Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton—who had seen the 

Articles of Confederation almost fail—wanted a fairly strong 

federal government. D-Rs, led by Thomas Jefferson, wanted the 

states to have as much power as they could. This same division 

more or less exists today, as we shall see, but not in the way you 

might expect. 

 

As of the election of Andrew Jackson in 1828, D-Rs had become 

Democrats, more or less the party of southerners and the “common 

man.” It was not until 1830s, though, under the guidance of Martin 

Van Buren, a Democrat, that these factions would become national 

political parties as we understand them: organizations with 

“branches” everywhere which recruited citizens to run for office 

using a formal set of principles, or platform. In some times and 

places, these political parties were relatively weak.  

 

In other times and places, however, especially in cities outside the 

South, one political party or the other was so strong it ACTUALLY 

ran things—they were called “machines.” For many immigrants 

and less-well-off workers, it was the local party leaders who helped 

you.  

 



Democrats vs Whigs/Republicans. In 1832, Democrats held the 

first national political party convention, in which Democrats from 

all 24 states met to agree on a platform and choose nominees for 

president (Jackson) and vice president (Van Buren). 

 

In response to Jackson, the Whig Party was formed in 1834. 

However, it tore itself apart over slaver, and in February 1854 a 

group of former Whigs met in the small town of Ripon, Wisconsin 

to form a new party, one opposed to expanding slavery to the 

western territories and new states. 

 

This Republican Party nominated John C. Fremont for president in 

1856, though he lost to James Buchanan (the only president—until 

Biden??—born in Pennsylvania). Four years later, they nominated 

Abraham Lincoln. 

 

From 1868 to 1896, the two parties were fairly evenly divided in 

winning elections, with Democrats dominant in the south and 

Republicans in the north—though a Democrat from New York like 

Grover Cleveland could win two very close elections in 1884 and 

1892. 

 

From 1896 to 1932, however, the Republican Party was the 

dominant party, in part because it managed to balance some 

progressive ideas (Teddy Roosevelt) with Northern strength and 

support from the wealthy. The Democratic Party was basically a 

South-only party. 

 

That changed dramatically in 1932, however, when Democrat 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt of New York challenged Herbert 



Hoover. The Great Depression had begun in 1929, and Hoover—

otherwise a brilliant and good man—was widely seen as 

ineffective in dealing with it. 

 

Roosevelt put together a completely new set of voters: adding 

Northern blacks, Jews, city dwellers, Catholics and union workers 

to Southerners. He won such a large landslide he brought in 

Democrats at every level of government. Democrats were the 

majority party for the next 36 years.  

 

In the 1940s, a Harvard political scientist named V. O. Key would 

look at 1860, 1896 and 1932—elections where the relative power of 

the two parties fundamentally shifted—and call these 

“realignments.” This idea lasted until recently, when Yale political 

scientist David Mayhew refuted it. 

 

One piece of evidence is that no such realigning elections have 

occurred recently. In 1968, for example, Republicans—who were 

becoming more clearly conservative, while Democrats were 

becoming more clearly liberal—regained White House dominance 

for the next 24 years, while Democrats controlled the House and 

Senate, as well as most state governments. 

 

In the 1990s, meanwhile, the parties switched positions: Democrats 

have mostly controlled the White House while Republicans have 

mostly controlled the House and Senate. 

 

Today, roughly 35% identify as Democrats, regardless of their 

formal party registration, roughly 30% identify as Republicans, and 



the rest consider themselves Independents, though most of them 

generally support the same party in nearly every election. 

 

III. Two conceptions of political parties 

 

1. Citizens with broadly similar positions on issues 

 

[Review Issues sheet] 

 

2. Coalitions of citizens based upon personal characteristics 

AND some beliefs 

 

[Review Presidential Voting sheet] 


