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POLITICAL PARTHES: -~ - .

As we've mentioned, few successful political accomplishments are'the work of one peérson.. Moré
often, such a person joins with other like-minded individuals to fofm organizations that try to influ-
ence the gutcomes of elections and 1 stifiggles; | : e among th
groups in that they play a formal 7ole in buth’of thése processes. Although they ate not mentigned
in the Constitution—in fact, the Framers of fhe Constitution dislikéd political parties and hoped to
prevent them—political parties became a mainstay of US. elections by the year 1800. Parties arose in
the United States as a means.of uniting those who shared political ideals, enabling them to elect like-
minded representatives and pursue similar legislative goals. To those ends, parties endorse candlidates
for office and assist in their election efforts; I’ return for this support, parties expect candidates to

remiain loyal to goals defined by the party leadership.” = - ‘

~ The United States has'two majer political parties: Democrats-and Republicans. This two-pazty or
bipartisan syster is ieiriforced by thenation’s'electoral system. U'S. election rules, which have been
agreed upon by members of the tiwo parties, also make it difficult for dll but the two major parties to

win a place on f‘cE_'Ef‘Ba_’llfo’t;"ﬁirth"err'strehgf&ening-"ch_e twa-party dystem..’ <
Party CHARACTERISTICS * - - & o
- Don't forget these fa_c'ts_f: about political parties. i

e Parties serve as intermediaries between people and the government.

¢ Parties are made up of grasstoots members, activist members, ahdgleadership_.
¢ Parties are organized to raise money, present positions on policy, and get their can-
didates elected to office. ' :

e . Parties were created outside of the. Constitution—they are not even mentioned in
. the document. : : . S

~ The major purpase of political parties is.to get.candidates elected 4o office. In the past, candidates
“were chosen by the party-hierarchy, with litflé o1 no-public irput. However, since 1960, more states
have passed laws réquiting parties to select candidaites through staté-pun primary elections, These
primaries have.reduced the pawer of political parties} Candidates must raise their own money for
primaries, campaigning for their party’s nomination with little to o support, from the party iteelf.
If the parties don’t controf the money, they can’t coritrol the candidates. This levels the playing

field, but multiple candidates for the nomination can splinter the party membership.

TwirD PARTIES

New parties are-oceasionally formed in.the United States.. Unless and tntil these parties reach the -

level of a majof paity, they are called third parties. Thizd parties form to represent constituencies that
feel disenfranchised from both of the major parties. These so-called splinter or bolter parties usually
unite around a feeling that the major parties are riot responding to'the demands of some-segmient of
the electorate. The Reform Party, undef whose hanner-Ross Perot ran for president in 1996, was an
example of a.splinter party whose constituency was fed up with politics as usual. = - o
Sofnetimes third parties form to represent an ideology considered too radical by the mainstream
parties. These doctrinal parties reject the prevailing attitudes and policies of the political system. The

Socialist Party and he Libertarian Party are examples. Single-issue paities ire formed to promote one .

principle. The American Independent Party, which sponsored the segregationist candidacy of George

C. Wallace in 1968, is an example. Third parties can have a major impact on electjons. The ‘C_{reen Party,
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- which favors stfict environmental policies, more government social prograims, and controls:over big

[y

tipping the scales in favor of George W. Bush,

. Third-party candidates should not be confused witfl:_Iiidépe.ﬁdeht.'caﬁcﬁ:dafes. Indépendént can-
didates.run without pasty affiliation. It is very difficult for Independent candidates o oyercome the
money and oiganization of the two major parties. Bugene McCarthy, an anti-Vietnam War candidate
in 1968, and John Anderson, & fiscal conservative and social liberal in 1980, are two examples.

~ Way Toimp Pamies Fa

Thé failure of third parties to elect presidential and.other ,Caﬂgidqtés-to office is a direct, result of an
American political system designed to support.only, two,major parties; National campaigns in coun-
tries using equal, single-member, plurality voting-district systems (like the United States) require
‘huge sums of money and vast organizations. Also, in American presidential elections, almost allstates
 have a winner-take-al] system for electoral votes; the candidate who, receives the mbst votes, even
if it i only by one, wins all of the electors in the state.. Because thé losers get no electoral votes, the
electoral count usually. does not accurately feflect the popular vote. During the 2000 presidential elec-
tion (which featured the Florida voting controversy), Al Gore won the popular vote by about-50C,000

of Florida’s 25 electoral votes and ultimately, the presidency.

votes nationwide, but George W. Bush was found to have won the Florida electorate, giving him alk

FUNCTIONS OF MODERMN POLITICAL PARTIES .
Poiitigél scientists identify three major subdivisions of political parties..

° ATl_—l_erp-arty-amﬁng:the'eiector'ate.'Vb’ters-eﬁroﬂ in aﬁ'd-‘:-idlentify-wiﬂl p‘dlitical parties. . ¢
They generally vote for candidates who represent their party. - '

¢ The party in government, Government officials belong to political parties: They
act together to, pursue common goals, although regional and ideological differences
. sometimes subvert their efforts, - S : '

* The party organization. A group of people who are neither electéd officials nor
average voters, the party organization is made tip of political professionals who re-
‘cruit eandidates and voters; orgariize campaign events, and raise money to promote
the party. T S Abrachi s e :

Political parties perform all of the following functions:

o Recruit and nominate candidates, Theé parties-are the major players:in electoral
. politics. They seek out-candidates to run in their primary glections. They also cre-
ate the tules by which candidates seek their riomirations. In nearly all elections,
nomination by one of the major parties is a prerequisite to victory. Fot example, in
" the 2008 Democratic primary, Bardck Obama atid Hillary Clinton fought it out until
Obama had énough delegates to secuze the nomination, at which point the Demo-
cratic party formally announced him as'their candidate: ' :
e Educate and mobilize voters. Political parties fund propaganda ‘campaigns to per-.
suade voters to choose their candidates. They send.mailings, hold rallies, and xun
advertisements. They tatget regions in which their support is strong and campaign

to persuade voters in those regions to vote on eléction day.
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* Provide campa1gn funds and siupport. The national parties, have comm1ttees
dedicated to raising funds for Housé and Senate campaigns. State paities also ra1se
funds for candidates for both state and national office. Although most candidates”

tely ptimarily on their own personal campaign support staff, they also need the
help of the state or national party organizations.

° Organize governmernit activity, Parties act-as an organizing force in government.
- The House and Senate organize their leadership and committee systems strictly
- along party lines, as do state legislatures.

* _ Brovide balance through opposition of two partles Each party serves-as a check
. on the other by constantly watchiirig for and exposing weakness and hypocrlsy The
- minority party {ptovided a single party controls both the White House and the
Congress) performs the role of the onal opposition, constantly cr1t1qumg the perfer-
mance of the party ih pﬁwer

¢ Reduce conflict and tenswn in soc1ety The two-party system promotes
. compromise and negot1at10n in:-two ways: by encou_ragmg parties to. accommodate
voters and encouraging voters to accept compromises in policy. The Republican
Party, for example, includes both religious social-conservatives and Libertarjans. To
. assemble winning coalitions, the party must somehow appease both groups. The
groups; in tutn, must be willing to compromise if they w1sh to prevent the Demo-
crats from prevailing.

U.S. political parties are not hierarchical. The national party-organization: and each of the state and
local organizations ate largely autonomous and serve, d,tfferent functions; one does not take orders
from the other.’ : :

Party committees ate organized by geographm subdivisions. Locaﬂy, comuittees at the precmet
town, ward, and électoral district levels coordinate get-out-the-vote dfives, door-fo-door canvassing,
and leaflet distribution. These party committees are staffed mostly by volunteers, and their worl is
largely concentrated around election time. The next largest geographic grouping is the county. County
committees coordinate efforts in local elections and organize the efforts of committees on the precinct
level. They also send representatives to each polling place to monitor voting procedures. State commit-
tees. raise money and provide volunteers fo staff campaign events. They provide support to candidates
for both state and national offices. National legislative electlons, however, are also the respon51b1hty of
the powerful congressional district and senatorial committees. These committees, chaired by incum-
bents and staffed by professionals, are part of the national party organization. They are most likely to
becomeé involved in these legislative elections when the possibility éxists of gaining or losing a seat.
Because incmbents usually run for teelection and are often reelected easily, the congressional and
senatorial committees are active in a minority of election efforts during each electoral cydle.

The national party plans the national conventions held every four years to nominate a presidential
candidate. It sponsors polls to keep party members informed of publie opinion and manages issue-
oriented advertlsmg and propaganda
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Are PARTIES 1N BE(MNE? SRR T S

Some political scientists believe that the parties aré no 1onger as powerful or as 51gn1f1cant as they
~ once were. Prior to 1968, one party typically controlled both the executive and leglslatlve branches of
government. Since that year, however, there have been only a few ‘years of oné-party control of these
branches (1977 to 1980, 1992-to 1994, and 2002 to 2(105; and since the 2008 tlections). Athericans are
voting a splitticket (see page 85) more frequently than ever befare. They are more likely fo consider
the merits and positions of a particular candidate than to merely consider his or her party affiliatior,
As a result, no one party dominates government, anid officials. with different political agendas are
.. elected to work together. Spht ticket- voting leads to divided government, when ane party controls
Congress. and the other controls the White House, An example of this was during the 110th Cengress-
(2007-2008) When Demacrats held the majority. of the House,and Senate, and there was a Republican
in the White Hogse. This can créate policy grldlock because these WO. .r_anches ate'often @t odds with
each othet. Conversely, it can catse them-to wotk to gethet in'thé creation of moideraté pubhe policy.’
- Lastly, it encourages party deahgnment because voters do not ahgn w11:h the1r part1es as umformly
as they once did. '

Increasingly, modern‘candidates have' taken control of then: oW electlon campaigns, relying less
on party slpport than did past canldidates. ‘Theyy axe now able to appéai directly to the public thropgh
television. This has left the parfies——which dnce wielded great power over'the electoral process—with
less power. In their place med1a consultants have become the chlef movers and shakers in pohhcai
campalgns ; : :

PARTY: i@&ﬁ,ﬁ 'NS

. Pélitical pa:fties consist of combmahons of groups, which eonswt of combma’uons of mdmdual The
larger the coalition the more likely the candidate will win, Party. candidates and party poszﬁons on’
policy are des1gned fo attract more groups of Voters, putting tegether a Wmnmg coahtmn

I the presidential elections of 2004 and 2008, the Republican coatition included.the follomng
e ‘dlsaffected conservative ”Bluedog" Demotrats ‘

o velerans’ groups ' '

- e religious congervatives
* proifers _ o

e Opponen’fs of gay nghts

e -mlssﬂe defense supporters

° opponents of afflrmatwe ac‘ﬂon
s Cuban Americans '

° supportere of the development of natural resources on public lands
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I the same elections, the Democratic coalition included the following:
+ disaffected moderate Republicans |
* ‘pro-chioicers '
® African Americans
"¢ labér-union$
s intellectuals -
¢ people with lower incomes
o city dwellers | .-
o non-Cuban Latino's
e feminists
o -]ewish'peoﬁle' _
e ‘envir-omnental-ist's
While there are always excepuons to the rule the two parties tend to rely on these groups as a

base of support. Regionally, it appears that the east and west coasts and the upper Midwest are more
_Democratlc, while the South and lower Midwest are more Repubhean

E@E@i@%l@&i DIFFERENCES B’E’FWE-EN THE PARTIES
- Whilé there are general ideological differerices between the two parties, there ate also a number of simi-
larities. Neither party, for example, questions the vahd.tty of the nation’s capitaligt economic system.
Although beth parties tehd to be centrist; there are nevertheless differences in the ways the two
parties view the roleiof government. The’ greatest ideclogical differences are between the liberals in
the Democratic Party and the conservatives in the Republican Party, the so-called party bases. While
appealing to the independent centrist Voter durmg election campaigns, each-patty cotints on its base
to get out and vote. Party leaders must usé grest care in choosmg poliey positions so they do notlose
their party base. They must also avoid ahenatmg the moderates of the party by taking extreme left
or r1ght positions.

Democrats tend to bé S e e
® less dlsposed to spend on defense

e 1ess dlsposed to use vouchers, or. other public funds fo Jet stuudents.attend private
schools.. :

* more disposed to epend mioney to advance social-welfare programs.
° more disposed to iise govemment money for public education.
 more disposed to spend meney on government:run hedlth programs,

- & more disposed to grant tax relief to targeted groups.such as the lower and mlddle
~ classes. :

& against private ownership of assault weapons and for broader regulations on the
ownership of firearms.
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Republicans tend to be
® IMore dlsposed to 8pend on defense.

e more disposed to use vouchers for private schools and to glve government aid to
* parochial schools. : '

- 'more disposed to grant tax rehef 0 everyone including the wealthy and
corporations. : :

o less d1sposed to spend money on somal welfare programs
e léss dlsposed tospend money on govermnent run 1nealth programs

@ less disposed to regulate firearms.

Party REALIGNMENT

Party realignment occurs when the coalitions makmg up the two parties fall apart such as when
many of the groups that make up the majority party defect to the minority party. Realignments are -
very rare and usually occur as a result of some major traumatic event, such as anéconomic depres-
sion or a war., They are signaled by what is called a critical election, ‘when a new party comes to
dominate politics. The Jast reahgnment took place i 1932, as a esult of the Great Depression, when
the Republican Party became the minority party and the Democratlc party becaine the majority party,
with overwhelming numbers of Democrats being elected to every branch of government at every
level, Realignments oceur over a period of time and show permanence. The New Deal coalition of
- the 19305 lasted for décades. There have beeh 'no realignmentsisizicé the 1930s. - ‘

The trend today seems to be toward dealignment, Dealignment is usually a result of pa:ty mem-
bers becoming disaffected as a result of some policy position taken by the party, These disaffectéd
party members join no political party and ‘vote for the candidate rather than the party he or she
belongs to. Smce the 1960s, membership in the Democratic party has declined while the number of
voters self-identifying as independents has increased. During the same time period, the number of
Republicans has remained constant. The twa:major parties.are now nearly equal in party membership.

‘This is a classic example of dealignment. (That said, the number of registered Democrats has increased
since the 2006 mid-term elections and. the- pres1de11tlal campa1gn of Barack Obama.)

INTEREST GROUPS AND E.@BWES?S

Interest groups are organizations dedicated to a particular pohtlcal goal or to a set of umﬁed goals..
Group members often share a common bond, either religious {Christian Coalition), racial (National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People), or professional {American Medical Associa-
tion). In other cases, they simply shate a common interest, such as the environment (Sierra Club) or
political reform (Commen Cause). In either case, they are similar to, political parties in that they try
to influence the outcome of elections and legislation. Unlike pohtlcal parties, however, they do not
nominate candidates, nor do they normally try to address a wide range of issues. _

When interest groups try to influence legislators, we say they are lobbying for a bill or issue: The
term originated with the historical practice of early lobbyists; they waited in the lobby of the capitol
s0 they could catch legisfators coming in and out of session, Today, most lobbylsts are highly paid
professionals: A number are former legislators, whose experience and friendships in the capitol make
them particularly effective.

.
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«  There are hteraily thousands of interest groups in-the United States. Most groups fall under one
of the following categories:

@

Economic groups. Economic groups are formed 4o promote and protect members’

.economic interests, They include peak business groups such as the U.S. Chamber

of Commerce, which represents the interests of all businesspeople. Other groups
represent specifictradés and industries; amofig thése are the Américan Farm Bureau
Federation and: the' American Nuiclear Enérgy Council- Labor groups such as the -
AFL- (IO and the Umted Auto Workers represent union members Professmnal

tion. Most econonuc groups have ex1sted a iong hme and have deveioped strong
ties with le g1slators and bureaucrats. They are also very 1arge, highly influentjal,

and extremely well funded, and either represent or employ large constituencies. As
a result, they are usually the.most powerful interest groups in Washmgton, D.C.

Public interest groups. Public interest groups are nonproﬁt organizations that are
generally organized arotnd a well-defined set of public policy issues. Consumer
groups usually work to promote safer products and more informative labeling; the
most prominent of these groups is Public Citizen, led by Ralph Nader. Environmen- -
tal groups, such as the Sierra Club, advocate preservation of wildlife and wilderness
areas. Religious groups such as the Christian Coalition atternpt to influence public
policy in such & way as-to promaote or. protect their beliefs.:Other groups promote
causes such as women's Tights, minority. rights, and political reform. Single-issue
groups like the National Rifle Association and the National Right to Life Commit-
tee are offen among the most powerful public interest groups because of the inten-
sity of their supporters. Single-issue constifuents are more likely than other voters to
use a single issue as a litmus test for candidates. Thus, a candidate who. advbcates
gun control rung the risk of losmg the votes of all 3 million NRA members. '

Govetnment interest Broups. Mosf states and many cities and other localities main-
tain 1obbymg organizations in the nation’s capital. A separate group represents the

‘nation’s governors, and vet another tepresents mayors. Most foreigr governiments

and businesses lobby the government as well.
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How Interest Groups INFLUENCE BOVERNMENT
Interest groups use.a number of tactics to disseminate information and pérsuade Congress, the presi-
- . dent, the judiciary, and federal buteaucrats. Those tactics iriclude the following; ' B
' -« Directlobbying, Repiesentatives of the interest grotip meet privately with government
officials to suggest legislation and to present argutnents suppotting théir positions.
o Testifying before Congress, Interest groups providé expert witnesses at committee
hearings. B o o .

o Socializing, Social events in Washington, D.C., are often political events as well.
Interest groups hold social functions and members attend other functions to meet
and forge relationships with government offictals: -+ _

s . Political donations, Interest groups provide financjal support ta candidates and -
parties that champion theit causes. Those that are forbidden to do so by law—

 corporations, tiade groups, and Wniotis—may do s by forating political actioh
committees (PACs) for that pifpose.” - 7" " R '

3 E‘hdorsémeﬁt's._‘Many;gfpups annouﬁce their support .er's_pe;;'iﬁc_c'andidates; Some
_ g—rpups' rate legislators on the basis of their voting records; a high rating comstitutes
an implicit endorsement of that ‘c_aind'i'_date. ,
e Court action. Interest groups file lawsuits or class action suits to protect and
* advance their interests. They will also submit ansicus curine (friend of the court)
briéfs in lawsuits to-whichthey are not-a:party so tat judges ay-consider their
advice-in respect to matters of law that-directly afféct the.case in question.
°. I_{hilying'their mérﬁbe;s’hip, Public fniterest groups o-'ften éngégeﬁn gTaSsEo0ts cam-
. paigning by contacting members and asking theri to wiite, phone, or é-mail their
legislators in support of a particular program or piece of legistation. In addition, -
. members may engage in’ demonstrations and raliies promoting their cause.
s Propaganda. Interest groups send out press releaéeé and run advertisements pro- .
moting their views. ' S : o

Limiirs oN LOBBYING | . |
Several laws limit the scope of lobbyists” activities, Most are ineffective, but stronger efforts to regu- -
tate lobbying run the-risk of violating the First Amendment right to free speech: The 1946 Federal
! ~ Regulation of Lobbying Act was intended to allow the government to moniter lobbyirlg activities by -
o " requiring lobbyists to register with the government and publicly disclose their salaries, expenses, and
the nature of their activities in Washington, D.C. SR ‘
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Other laws prohibit, for Jimited aniounts of time, certain lobbying activities by former. government
ofticials. These laws are meant.to codnteract the appearance of influence peddling, the:practice of
using:personal-friends}ﬁps and inside informationto get political advantage. Formér legislators must
wait one year before lobbying Congress directly, for example. However, they may lobby the executive
pranch fmmediately after leaving office. Some groups complain of a “revolving doot” that pushes
tormer federal employees into jobs as lobbyists and consultants. A limit similar to that of the former
legislators also applies to former executive officials. It prevents them from lobbying for five years after
they leave the agency that employed themm. These limits were determined in Buckley v Valéo (1976),
the case that equated donations with frée speech. In this ruling, the Supreme Couzt upheld-federal

limits on campaign-contrbutions and.riled that dopating money to influence electionsis a form of
constitutionally protected free speech. . . . =

In January of 2010, the Supreme Court changed many of the campaign finance rules in the case of
Citizens United v. Féderal Election Commission. The court ruled that corporations have a First Amend-
ment right to expressly support political candidates for Corigress and the Whité House. The ruling
struck down restrictions that had prevented corpdrations from spending company money divectly on
campeign advertising right before an election. In the near future, this ground-breaking case will surely
cause many changes in the financing of election campaigns. At the ‘time of publication of this edition,
it was unclear exactly how it will affect political action committees and527 groups. It is still important
to learn how and why learn how and why these groups function by reading the following sections.

Finally, federal laws prohibiting campaign contributions from corporations, unions, and trade as-
sociations can be sidestepped through the formation of a political action comunittee or PAC.

Poumicat Action COMMATIEES (PACS) -

“The 1974 Federal Election Campaign Act allows corporations, unions, and trade associations to form
political action committees as a means of raising campaign funds. Certain restrictions apply to PACs:
They must raise money from at Teast 50 contributors; they must donate to at least five different candi-
dates; they may not donate more than $5,000 per year to any single cendidate or oz than §15,000 to-
a national party per year. Corporate, union, and trade PACs must raise money: from-employees and
members and may-not simply draw it.from their treasuries. '

Corporations, urdons, and trade associations are not the only groups. that form PACs. Many other-
interest groups form PACs to collect and distribute: contributions, as do legislators (these PACs are
called leadership PACS). Federal law Jimits the amount donors may contribute to candidates ($2,300),
national parties ($28,500), and individual PACs {$5,000). Furthermore, the sum of all'such contribu-
tions may not exceed $108,200 over two years. Theée numbers are accurate for the 2008 election cycle,

but are scheduled to increase slightly for each future cycte. ‘ ' '

527 GROUPS - - S
A 527 group (named after the section of fhe tax code that allows them) is'a tax-exempt organization

that promotes a political agenda, althotigh they cannot expressly advocate for or against a specific
candidate. The term is generally used to refer to politicel organizations thiat are not regulated by
the FEC (Federal Election Commission) and are not subject to the same contribution limits as PACs.
They avoid regulation by the FEC because 5275 are “volitical organizations” but are not registered
as “political committees”. subject to campaign finance law contribution limits. Sounds confusing,
huh? The lirie between issue advocacy and candidate advocacy is a huge source of contention and.

disagreement. Examples of 5275 include Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, College Republican National
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Corﬁmittee,-'aﬁdl‘l‘he Media Fund. The Bipartisan €ampaign Reform Act of 2002 (also known as the
McCain-Feingold Act) changed soft money. rules that make establishing. new 5275 a more attractive

option thaty traditional PACs. 527 groups have become.a way for outside organizations to get around
the hard money limits of McCain-Feingold. '

SUMMARY

e #Though they are not imentioned i the Constitution, political parties have become an
.1 infegral part of American government. They may embrace a wide variety of ideolo-
oies, but ultimately both parties share the same goal: to be elected by any means
s Arnerican history has beén mgi'li__é& by numerous third parties fhat have challenged .
- the prevaiting duopoly. All have died, but if itis popalar enough, a third party may
" influence the two major parties {0 adopt its ideas. S _
o .Parties serve many functions: in American dernocracy: They recruit and fund can-
- didates, educate yoters, prp‘vide aloyal opposition, and run the government—-—all :
while:mitigating soctetal tension: o . _ :
s ‘Wheén we look at parties, ihey-often fuirh out 1o be broad toalitions of disparate ide
clogies and groups. The Republican Patty; for example, ‘Blends Libertatians who are
hostile to government regulation with religious evangelists who want government
o play a greater role in stamping out mmiorality e
> ‘Generally speaking, Democrats tend to be in favor-of govérnment regulation of
industry, redistribution of government money to ‘the poot, and social freedom.
Republicans tend to want fo empower business to free itself from government rules,
- enicourage peopie {0 earn money. with assistance from the state, and want more
' social and moral controls on soclety. ' S

o Interest groups are large ozganizations with strong policy goals, but they are differ-
ent from political-partiesin that they do not chan ge their ideologies. These groups
try to-control the political process by hiring lobbyists to influence legislators and by
giving them:money as well. . - ‘ A S

s “When 'Ija'lb.'br \higns or corporation Wént’ to fund cahc‘ilidétés_,‘{hey‘ do so by‘lforining '
Political Action Committees, or'PACs. PACs provide améans 10 funnel money foa
candidate of choice and are regulated by the Federal Election Commission (FEC),

s 527 groups are not regulated by the FEC, and the nature of these groups is a great
source of cgntenﬁon,‘_'They_'have become a way for organizations 0 avoid hard
money limits, and their. spending has ballooned in recent years, despite efforts to
limit and regulate outside money in elections. . ' '
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