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CHAPTER 1

THE STATE OF
RESEARCH ON
POLITICAL
PARTIES AND
INTEREST GROUPS

L. SANDY MAISEL
JEFFREY M. BERRY

HanpBooks have long played an important role in many disciplines. In medicine
and the sciences in particular, they are invaluable compendiums of the most recent
and reliable scholarship. It’s fair to say that handbooks have not played the same
role in political science. Occasionally a handbook has emerged and enjoyed a well-
deserved half-life as an important overview and commentary on one of our
subfields. Nevertheless, there is no tradition in our discipline of periodic hand-
books that aggregate the most important recent work and stand as signposts in the
development of political science.

This is unfortunate. Handbooks not only tell us where we’ve been but how well
we’ve been accomplishing our scholarly objectives. Most presumptuously—the
Brits might say “cheekily”—handbooks can point toward the paths we should
follow in our next research projects.
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Political science as a discipline is indebted to Oxford University Press for
recognizing this lacuna in the collective body of our scholarship and stepping in
to fill it. First, under the general editorship of Robert E. Goodin, the ten-volume
Oxford Handbooks of Political Science, the first of which was published in 2006,
was a massive undertaking, presenting a critical review of the state of the sub-
disciplines within political science. Now OUP is publishing a series of handbooks
on American politics, with George Edwards serving as general editor for the series.

The editors of this volume were honored to be asked to edit a work on American
political parties and interest groups. We were somewhat daunted by the recogni-
tion that the contributions and future direction of our subfield within American
politics had never been examined with the critical eyes that had examined other
subfields. And we were cheeky enough to believe that we and over thirty other
contributors could serve as an intellectual bridge between recent research and a
research agenda for the immediate future.

In this day and age of online databases and immediate access to the most recent
scholarship, is there still a need for a thick tome of chapters examining the fields of
both political parties and interest groups? Isn’t such a book, to use the vernacular,
so very “last-century”? We think not.

Our task as editors was threefold: to organize the volume, to solicit authors, and
to challenge them to produce important work that would inform future generations
of scholars. We did not seek exhaustive and uncritical literature reviews. Quite the
opposite. Instead, we wanted the chapters to assess critically both the major con-
tributions to a literature and the ways in which the literature itself has developed. We
wanted to encourage contributions that expressed a clear point of view. This
handbook was not designed to provide scholars with a fast fact or quick citation.
The authors were encouraged not to think about encyclopedic coverage, but to
identify both opportunities for advancement and lines of inquiry where continued
labors are not likely to bear additional fruits. The chapters in this book are intended
to be read and reflected upon. Their goal is to set the agenda for the next generation,
to plant seeds in the hope of stimulating new and important scholarship.

To write these chapters we solicited contributions from the most talented
people writing in the fields of American parties and groups. Given their heft and
expense, handbooks only gain a readership if they are written by the most distin-
guished scholars in the field. We consciously chose a mix of scholars. Most are
senior scholars at the top of the profession, men and women who have driven
scholarship forward. To fully capture where these two fields may be headed we have
also included many younger scholars. These individuals have already published
important work and seem destined to be central figures in the development of the
parties and interest group subfields in the years to come. A quick glance at our Table
of Contents attests to our success in attracting the most interesting and influential
collaborators for this handbook. What is less obvious is the willingness of the vast
majority of those asked to participate in the project, their enthusiasm for the goal,
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and their incredible cooperation in its reaching fruition. We are deeply appreciative
of these individuals’ commitment to the project, the time they spent producing
these chapters, and for sharing their thoughtful insights with the profession.

In organizing this volume, we quickly realized that the literatures on political
parties and on interest groups are separate more often than they are combined—
though overlaps are evident throughout. We begin with a series of four chapters on
theoretical and methodological perspectives.

John Aldrich and Jeffrey Grynaviski open with an examination of the role of formal
theory in the study of political parties. They describe the mechanisms by which two
important sets of political institutions—a polity’s constitutional structures and the
rules that political parties choose to regulate the behavior of their own members—
interact to give structure to political outcomes in democratic polities. They note two
important distinctions—first between two very different types of institutions—(1)
constitutional structures, which are exogenous institutions in this context, and (2) the
rules that political elites choose in order to regulate one another’s behavior within a
party organization to promote shared interests, endogenous institutions. The second
distinction is between two different strands of research on politics that might be
considered formal theory. The first applies concepts from rational choice theory, the
core assumptions of which are that people have well-defined preference functions and
seek to make the best choices possible given the constraints they face. The second uses
mathematical concepts to provide formal representations of behavior that are not
consistent with the assumptions of rational choice theory. With these distinctions in
mind, their chapter is organized around the insights that formal theory provides to
three main questions. First, how do constitutional rules shape the number of parties
that contest elections? Second, how do constitutional institutions and party rules
impact the choices that party elites present to the electorate? Third, how do constitu-
tional structures and party rules affect politicians’ incentives to follow through on
their campaign promises in office?

Andrew McFarland provides a parallel examination of the role of theory in the
study of interest groups. He outlines four successive stages of theory building, with
each succeeding theory retaining elements of the preceding stage while discarding
other elements, seen as mistakes. The first stage was exemplified by David Truman’s
group theory, emphasizing the need to conduct empirical study of groups, which he
considered to be the most important factor in defining public policy. The second stage
was Robert Dahl’s pluralism, depicting the causal role of interest groups as less central,
while portraying the political system as fundamentally decentralized. The third stage
was the multiple elitist theory exemplified by Mancur Olson and Theodore Lowi, in
which decentralized systems are largely in the control of policy-specific special-
interest coalitions among groups, government agencies, and legislative committees.
This is largely due to the difficulty in organizing widely diffused constituencies. The
fourth stage is neopluralism, which holds that countervailing power groups check
such subgovernmental coalitions. The countervailing groups mobilize in reaction to
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the advocacy of policy networks, lobbying coalitions, patrons, and social movements.
McFarland treats concepts such as niche theory, coalition formation, social networks,
lobbying influence, and internal democracy in relation to neopluralism and identifies
these as promising areas for further research.

Hans Noel and Scott Ainsworth have written chapters on research methodology
that similarly examine political parties and interest groups in parallel ways. Noel
notes that parties are difficult to study for at least two reasons: first, because they
are often informal and often extralegal institutions that do not follow transparent
and universal rules; and, second, because they permeate so many domains of
politics—all branches of the government at the state and federal level, the elector-
ate, and other organizations concerned with governing. He then focuses on meth-
ods used to study parties, particularly quantitative approaches that attend to these
difficulties, addressing methodological issues within various domains as well as the
question of party cleavage and realignment that bridges the domains. In each case
he outlines the various methods that have been used to study the key questions,
presents the strengths and weaknesses of each, and deals with the claims of
competing models. Noel concludes with a plea for creativity in exploring new
methods and with the assertion that party scholars must be familiar with the wide
variety of methods used to study questions across the entire expanse of the field.

Ainsworth utilizes many interest group classics as well as a wide range of new
works to illustrate key methodological concerns for the interest group subfield.
In his view methodological advances are helpful when they illuminate puzzles in
new ways. Each of the three main sections of the chapter starts with a condensed
discussion of classical approaches to interest group studies and then introduces
newer research encompassing important methodological advances. For example,
Ainsworth couples his discussion of pluralism and social capital with an introduc-
tion to partitioning games, social decisions, and event history analysis. In the
second section he examines the strengths and weaknesses of descriptive work,
coupling this with discussion of maximum likelihood econometric methods and
the methodological issues stemming from unobserved actions and counterfactuals.
In the last section Ainsworth analyzes the role of information, noting that many
recent lobbying models focus on information transmission. It is often thought that
information from interest groups is hopelessly biased. Ainsworth, however, argues
that interest groups and lobbyists must compete with numerous sources for
information, including elections, public opinion, markets, and bureaucracies,
and these alternative sources for information may themselves be biased. He pre-
dicts that scholars will move toward developing more comprehensive information-
screening models because government officials are simply awash with information.

These chapters are followed by three on party history. Joel Silbey opens this part
with a sweeping analysis of the history of American political parties. Silbey uses the
lens of critical election theory to examine scholarly treatment of the development of
parties as institutions, of the relationship between parties and the electorate, of the
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means that parties have used to communicate with and build relationships with the
electorate, and of the existence and definition of party systems. He concludes that
forces have been mounting to challenge the primacy of party as the organizing
element of American politics for more than a century, with some concluding that
their long history would end in fragmentation and irrelevance, not realignment and
renewal. But others have claimed that increased polarization of recent decades signals
party revitalization. Silbey lays out the agenda for future scholars—to rethink what
this recent history means and possibly to develop new organizational paradigms.

Mark Brewer argues that, at their most fundamental level, political parties have
one primary goal: the construction of a coalition that enables them to win elections
and exercise governmental power. Groups are the building blocks of these coali-
tions, and in each election cycle parties and their politicians devote an enormous
amount of thought, time, and resources to determining which groups in American
society might be enticed to support them and then to making this possible support
a reality. Assembling a winning electoral coalition is marked by high levels of risk
and uncertainty. Brewer examines the composition and evolution of the electoral
coalitions of the Republican and Democratic parties since the 1930s, finding both
constancy and change over time. Both parties’ electoral bases continue to reflect in
some ways the political divides of the New Deal—the less affluent, Americans
residing in union households, and urban dwellers have consistently been key
elements of the Democratic coalition while the Republicans have long enjoyed
support from more affluent Americans and non-southern white Protestants. But
each party has also seen significant change to its coalition, especially since the
1980s. The Democratic Party now relies much more on African Americans, women,
and those with low levels of religious salience to win elections, while today’s GOP is
more reliant on southern whites, evangelical Protestants, those with high levels of
religious salience, and Roman Catholics.

John Green’s “The Party Faithful: Religion and Party Politics in America” looks
at religious groups as one of the basic building blocks of party coalitions. After
exploring why religion is relevant to party politics in conceptual terms, he com-
pares the religious character of the major party coalitions in the past with those in
the contemporary context, explicitly comparing data from 1952 with those from
2008, discussing separately ethno-religious groups and theologically religious
groups as they divide between the parties. He concludes that religious voting
blocs are an integral part of American politics and that the faith-based elements
of the major party coalitions have changed as the country changed, sometimes in
degree and sometimes in kind. Finally, Green describes “party faithful” in the early
years of the twenty-first century, distinguishing the Democratic coalition, based on
various kinds of religious minorities, led by black Protestants, along with less
observant white Christians and people unaffiliated with organized religion, from
the Republicans, the core of whom is made up of various kinds of Protestants,
especially white Evangelicals, and observant white Christians. His speculation
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suggests that the relationship between religious groups and the major political
parties will evolve in interesting ways during the Obama years.

The next four chapters revolve around parties in the electoral process. For most
of the nation’s first century political parties controlled access to the ballot. Nomi-
nation procedures changed radically during the Progressive era, with the advent
and spread of direct primaries, and have been evolving ever since. Two chapters
look at the role of political parties in nominations. Raymond La Raja examines the
roles that parties play in state and local nominations and the research on those
roles, finding a relative dearth of scholarship despite the opportunities for impor-
tant comparative work. He explores three separate sets of questions. He turns first
to different institutional rules and laws and how different recruitment practices can
determine who runs for office. La Raja notes that two schools of thought have
dominated the work in this area, with some scholars following a traditional utility
model and others a sociological approach. Despite this research, however, we still
have no clear answers as to who fills this gap when party organizations lose their
dominant position in recruiting and selecting candidates for office. Next he turns
to a series of questions regarding how different selection schemes affect the political
parties as institutions—power distribution within the organizations, the extent to
which parties are ideologically coherent, their electoral success or failure. Finally,
looking at the broader picture, La Raja explores the implication of different
nominating procedures for voter participation, for representation, and for govern-
ing. Throughout his chapter La Raja points to the variation in key factors that can
be studied when one compares the experiences of the fifty states in determining
partisan candidates.

In his chapter on the role of parties in presidential nominations, William Mayer
traces the evolution of the presidential nominating process and the role of party in
securing presidential nominations from the founding to the modern era. He notes,
as do others in this volume, that the role of party qua organization has given way to a
plebiscitary process that operates under the party mantle and rules set by the
national parties. After describing the modern nominating process and identifying
five generalizations about the process that one can derive from recent experience—
that the process starts inordinately early, that lowa and New Hampshire have
influence out of proportion to their populations, that many candidates drop out
of the race either before or just after the first delegates are selected, that the process
normally ends by March, and that the national conventions’ role in decision making
is negligible—Mayer raises questions that remain about the nominating process.
Specifically, he directs scholars’ attention to exploring how citizens make choices
among multiple candidates without the benefit of the cue of party and to focusing
on the question of how politics and governance in the United States are different
from those in other nations because of the way our chief executive is nominated.

Daniel Shea reviews the seemingly paradoxical positions that, at the same time,
party organizations have been revitalized while citizen attraction to party has
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declined. He cites a number of explanations for this phenomenon that scholars
noted late in the twentieth century and then focuses on how the 2000 election
marked a significant transformation in partisanship and in citizen activity. Shea
argues that recent changes in the electoral process have afforded party organiza-
tions with the opportunity to bring citizens back under the party rubric. While in
the past parties focused on a top-down strategy to attract activists by following a
charismatic leader, the 2008 Obama campaign combined Obama’s charisma with
grassroots efforts using the Internet and web-based communications—the first
truly Net roots campaign, a bottom-up effort. These techniques provide local,
state, and national party organizations the chance to energize citizens under their
labels for governing purposes as well as for political gain. But whether party
organizations take advantage of this opportunity is less than clear. Revitalized
party organization that did not connect with the citizens led to low turnout
elections and general citizen apathy. Shea argues that technological changes—the
opportunity for parties to mobilize citizens for governing as well as voting—can
lead to a new role for party, an engaged citizenry, and a healthier democracy.

The role and fate of political parties other than the two major parties in our two-
party system have attracted a great deal of scholarly attention. As Ronald Rapoport
notes, even categorizing these as “third parties” is deceptive; often more than three
parties contest an election, and all minor parties are certainly not alike. Rapoport
analyzes the challenges faced by those seeking to launch third parties, focusing on
the nature of our electoral system and differing findings on the impact of changing
ballot access requirements. Turning to the factors that lead to electoral success or
failure, Rapoport notes both factors that “push” voters away from the two major
parties and those that “pull” voters toward third party candidates. He emphasizes
both proximity of the stand taken by a third party to those of the voter (as
compared to those of the major party candidates) and the priority that both the
voter and the candidate give to issues. Perhaps the most important question
regarding third parties relates to their impact on the existing party system. Rapo-
port lays out a “dynamic of third parties,” moving consequentially from a third
party with a large and identifiable issue constituency from which it receives
substantial support, to one of the major parties bidding for that constituency,
and to the response of the third party’s supporters to that effort.

Since the early writing of V. O. Key, political scientists have examined party not
only in terms of party in the electorate and the electoral process, but also in terms
of party organization. Paul Herrnson has contributed the first of our four chapters
in this area, focusing on the development of national party organizations, their
relationship with other party committees, and their evolving role in contemporary
elections. Herrnson traces the parties’ organizational response to their gradual, but
nonetheless evident, decline from their peak of power and influence in the late
nineteenth century. He highlights how party institutionalization has resulted in a
nationalization of politics in two ways: in terms of rules that govern party



10 L. SANDY MAISEL & JEFFREY M. BERRY

procedures and in terms of campaign activities. Today’s parties are characterized as
fiscally solvent, organizationally stable, well staffed, and professionally decisive.
They play important roles in all aspects of modern campaigning, working with
consultants, recruiting some candidates and discouraging others, providing cam-
paign expertise and services, assisting in fundraising, running independent adver-
tising on their own. Political parties are, above all else, electoral institutions. The
national party organizations have responded to changes in the electoral environ-
ment in ways that permit them to remain important players on the contemporary
political scene.

Byron Shafer focuses attention on national party conventions, the “pure partisan
institutions” of American politics. Shafer begins with the conceptual distinction
between the convention as an institutional mechanism for making decisions and
the convention as an institutional arena for reflecting social forces, on his way to an
argument that the changed institution still functions as a window on major aspects
of American politics. A series of social changes following the First World War did
draw the nomination outside the convention, leading ultimately to reform of the
process of delegate selection as well. What resulted was the convention as “info-
mercial.” Yet the contents of its message continue to reflect important aspects of
modern American politics, aspects effectively studied within its confines. Thus,
conventions present composite portraits of the two parties—normally quite differ-
ent portraits—for the American electorate. Their delegates offer a collective por-
trait of the active party, in its own right and in relationship to the general public.
And the inevitable differences between conventions—between the two parties’
conventions in one year or between the same party’s conventions over time—
function as both a concise snapshot of the context of presidential politics in a given
year and a focused sample of the larger and ongoing politics around them.

Activists in political parties potentially have more influence over the directions
that parties take, the outcomes of elections, and party role in governance than they
would have were they just ordinary citizens and voters. Walter Stone discusses the
place of party activists in the electoral process, focusing first on why they become
involved, how they influence party nominations, and how they influence the
general elections. The central question for scholars of party activists has been the
extent to which their influence is problematic for democracy because they lack
formal constituencies, are not accountable to others for their actions, and are
unrepresentative of their party’s rank and file not only in their resources and
commitment but also in their policy positions. Activists have the potential to
undermine the integrative function of the parties that democratic theorists value
so highly. Stone argues that we as a discipline need research designs capable of
linking activist participation to electoral outcomes before we can conclude that
distortion actually occurs, an organic approach to the study of parties and elec-
tions, rather than focusing on one or another set of actors, such as voters,
candidates, or activists. He then presents new empirical evidence from an
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integrated study of the 2006 congressional elections to demonstrate the potential
for such an approach. He concludes with a call for work on the micro foundations
of activists’ behavior, including their links to groups external to parties, in order to
understand better how activists’ roots affect party behavior.

David Magleby examines the development of political consultants in American
politics and the increasing interaction of consultants and political parties, first
tracing the history and describing the broader role that consultants play in Ameri-
can politics and then discussing in more detail specific functions that consultants
have taken over for parties and for individual campaigns. Money has been a key
factor in the developing role of consultants due to the cost of specialized functions
and the limitations placed on spending by various regulations under the Federal
Election Campaign Act of 1971 (amended in 1974) and the Bipartisan Campaign
Reform Act of 2002. Magleby then lays out a typology of consultant functions and
discusses the growing interdependency between parties and consultants. A contro-
versy in the scholarly literature on the impact of the rise of consultants on political
parties has arisen around the nature of this interdependency. Some argue that the
rise of consultants has weakened parties; a second group contends that the rise of
consultants is a sign of weak parties, but not a cause of party decline; and a third
group suggests that strong parties would still rely on consultants because of the
development of campaign technology. Finally, Magleby lays out an ambitious
agenda for scholars to examine as this relationship develops in upcoming cam-
paigns.

The next four chapters focus on the party in government. David Rohde and
Barbara Sinclair look at the development and current state of party organization in
the House and Senate respectively. They each examine existing theories that explain
party influence in legislatures, applying them to the quite different contexts of the
two houses of the US Congress.

Rohde notes how party organizations are visibly stronger and majority party
influence over the agenda, member behavior, and legislative outcomes has
increased since the time, thirty-five years ago, when David Mayhew argued that
congressional parties were of little consequence. He provides a critical overview of
the major theoretical perspectives on party leadership, organization, and activity in
the House. He does so by reviewing Mayhew’s and Fiorina’s work that emphasized
the electoral connection, his own conditional party government model (amplified
by and with Aldrich and others) that expanded the electoral concern to include
other member incentives (e.g., policy preferences, influence within the chamber,
etc.), Krehbiel’s critique that explains congressional behavior based on member
preferences without including party as an explanatory variable (because the two
parties’ actions were offsetting), and Cox and McCubbins’s cartel theory, which
emphasizes the importance of party in electoral outcomes for members and of the
majority party’s role in agenda setting. Rohde then raises major issues for future
research into the role of party in the House that emerge from his review, including,
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among others, the centrality of control of the congressional agenda and the
mechanisms of agenda control, including the Rules Committee. Rohde concludes
his chapter with a call for students of congressional behavior not only to include a
discussion of the findings of earlier work as they pursue their studies, but also to
ask whether those findings remain accurate, given the changing nature of our
political institutions and processes.

Barbara Sinclair notes that treating the Senate separately from the House in
discussing party effects is justified because of the unusual rules that govern Senate
consideration of legislation. Thus, the extent to which party controls the agenda in
the Senate is limited; given this limited agenda control, incentives for senators
to follow their party and the reasons that senators contribute to party endeavors
when they are a collective good on which individuals could free-ride require
explanation. Sinclair reviews the development of party organization in the Senate
and conflicting explanations of why the Senate has not developed majority agenda-
control mechanisms—with some arguing that inherited rules have been the best
explanation while others counter that the costs of changing the rules outweigh the
benefits for a majority of the senators. She notes that party plays a lesser role in the
Senate than in the House, but because of the agenda-setting influence of the
majority leader, a significant one nonetheless. Sinclair also examines the question
of negative agenda setting in the Senate, noting research that shows that the
majority party is rarely rolled in the Senate. She calls for more nuanced theory
building in studying party influence in the Senate. It is important to understand
agenda setting in a broader context, not just in terms of bringing bills to the floor
(or even preventing them from coming to the floor), but also in terms of writing
proposals. And, it is necessary to take the multiple-goals aspect of existing theory
seriously, exploring the implications of senators’ multiple goals for party influence
within the chamber.

David Brady looks at intra-party and inter-party coalitions in the Congress over
the nation’s history, noting, first, that a degree of heterogeneity within our parties
has been a constant of our government and, second, that because of our congres-
sional voting procedures and means of elections, intra-party differences are more
difficult to capture in the American context by examining legislative votes than
they are in parliamentary systems. He turns to an examination of bipartisan
coalitions in the last three decades, a period of acknowledged increased polariza-
tion between the parties and increased party line voting in Congress. Brady asserts
that legislative outcomes, such as the tax cut during President George H. W. Bush’s
administration, the failure of health care reform during the Clinton administra-
tion, or the passage of the $900 billion stimulus package at the beginning of the
Obama administration, cannot be adequately explained without examining intra-
party coalitions. While the profession has rightly sought to explain the observed
increase in partisanship, political scientists will not achieve a clear picture of the
relationship between elections, the distribution of preferences over party, and the
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policy coalitions that can be formed without continued examination of the nature
of the limited bipartisan coalitions that still form, the policy areas in which these do
form, limited examples of bipartisanship as seen, for example, in co-sponsoring of
legislation, and the nature of preferences and factions within, as opposed to
between, the parties.

Sidney Milkis and Jesse Rhodes’s chapter investigates the troubled relation-
ship between the presidency and the political parties. As they suggest, this
relationship has never been easy; but its dynamics have varied over the course of
American political history. Patronage politics that emphasized grassroots mobili-
zation and subordinated executive administration to party control held sway for
most of the nineteenth century. Party dominance limited the scope of federal
activity, but it also promoted a vigorous democratic politics grounded in state
and local affairs. The Progressive era witnessed the stirrings of a new order that
would raise the administrative presidency to primacy and challenge locally based
party politics. This order was consolidated during the New Deal, which institutio-
nalized a modern presidency that would govern above party in the name of
national welfare and national security. Milkis and Rhodes contend that the power-
ful presidency that permitted the nation to address economic and foreign policy
challenges also threatened the practice of American democracy by undermining the
party ties linking citizens to government. In recent decades, however, yet another
relationship between the president and the parties has emerged. This system holds
both promise and perils for American citizenship, Milkis and Rhodes argue. Recent
presidents are active party builders, articulating party doctrine, raising funds, and
mobilizing citizens. While these behaviors may promote a more vigorous and
participatory democracy, presidents’ party leadership may devolve into party
domination, enervating the capacity of the party to hold the president accountable
for his actions.

Gerald Wright notes the difficulty in studying state party organizations because
of the conceptual complexity of the subject—there are fifty separate and different
state party systems, each with a party organization, a party electorate, and party in
government. Not only do these component parts vary from state to state, but the
interrelationships among them vary as well. Scholarly efforts are further hampered
because of the difficulty in gathering data to analyze these differences. Two reform
traditions can be identified: the progressive movement that led to state efforts to
regulate the political process and weaken what were seen as corrupt patronage-
driven political parties, and the mid-twentieth-century efforts by political scientists
to strengthen political parties by advocating a more responsible party model. All
helped to shape both the current contours of state parties and the scholarly efforts
to study them. Wright contends that political science research has focused too
narrowly on strength and competitiveness of political parties and thus has ignored
important questions concerning the impact of strong parties and party principles
and goals. Examining both existing research and future research directions, he
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concludes that important questions remain to be tackled, that conceptual com-
plexity must still be resolved. These include looking beyond assumptions inherent
in the model of traditional party organizations and the implications of increasingly
polarized political parties for representation of relatively moderate state electo-
rates. Fortunately, the availability of new data sources is cause for optimism about
continued progress on these questions.

The first of two parts on interest groups offers five chapters on bias and
representation. Kay Schlozman’s contribution to this collection addresses perhaps
the most central and compelling question of the subfield: who is represented by
interest groups and is that representation equitable or biased? Her analysis builds
on a unique database that she and her colleagues have built over the years. Using
Washington Representatives, a directory of lobbying organizations in Washington,
she is able to outline the contours of the Washington interest group system.
Schlozman’s longitudinal database is revealing. Despite all the changes that have
taken place in American politics, the conclusion drawn by E. E. Schattschneider a
half century ago that the pressure system is fundamentally biased in favor of
business and professional interests is still accurate. Her data do point toward a
much more diverse interest group system but the have-nots and have-a-littles seem
no better represented today than they were in 1981, the first of her data points.
Schlozman identifies two culprits for this continuing bias: the collective action
problem and the lack of resources on the part of those underrepresented in the
interest group universe. Given the continuity of her findings over four separate
data points over a quarter of a century, she is not optimistic that change is on the
way. Public interest groups, for example, were 3.8 percent of all interest groups in
1981. The 2006 data show them to constitute just 4.1 percent of the universe. She
concludes that “as the heavenly chorus has gotten bigger, neither its accent nor the
mix of voices has been transformed.”

Many scholars have begun research endeavors with the goal of documenting
business influence, through its lobbying, campaign contributions, and the shared
class-wide interests among elites. In his chapter, “The Mobilization and Influence
of Business Interests,” Mark Smith cautions against this view of business as a
powerful monolith. Rather, Smith emphasizes, business is highly diverse, with
conflicting interests and facing many significant obstacles to exercising power.
Although the discipline has made some progress in documenting the degree to
which influence is exercised by business, the research constitutes a surprisingly
modest literature. Indeed, Smith calls the study of business a “niche area” in the
discipline. Given the centrality of business in the lobbying world, this is certainly a
counterintuitive claim. One reason political scientists have not done more exten-
sive work on business is that the actual substance of business lobbying, policy areas
such as taxation and finance, are ones that elicit little excitement within the
profession. He offers a second reason, too: the sheer difficulty of doing empirical
research on business lobbying. With the exception of political action committee
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(PAC) statistics, there is little in the way of existing databases that can easily be
drawn upon by political scientists studying business. And this is where Smith
makes his most emphatic argument. In his mind the study of business will not
progress significantly until more political scientists design projects based on exten-
sive empirical research. We need more scholars in the field armed with sharper
measuring instruments.

In their chapter “Social and Economic Justice Movements and Organization,”
Dara Strolovitch and David Forrest analyze the representation of chronically
marginalized constituencies, especially women, racial minorities, gays and lesbians,
and the poor. There has certainly been a growth of organizations representing these
constituencies in recent decades, yet the extent to which these groups have fulfilled
their promise to equalize representation “is the source of much debate.” To various
degrees these movement organizations have become institutionalized and yet
retain many characteristics of their earlier roots. Strolovitch and Forrest find that
in comparison to interest groups in general, organizations representing margin-
alized groups are distinctive as they are far less likely to use professional lobbyists,
employ a legal staff, or have an affiliated PAC. The authors also stress that advocacy
organizations in these broad identity areas do not typically represent “unitary
constituencies” but rather ones that are “intersectional” in nature. As multiple
interests of race, gender, or social class come together in individual organizations,
the most marginalized constituencies within these groups often receive the least
active representation.

Despite the difficulties they face, these organizations play a vital role in the
policymaking process. They do sometimes prevail and influence the government in
ways that benefit the disadvantaged. Looking to the future, Strolovitch and Forrest
call on scholars to draw on policy feedback and social constructionist frameworks
and to identify the circumstances under which these organizations are most
effective in representing their constituencies.

David Lowery and Virginia Gray draw a contrast between the “explosion of
large-n studies” and the more modest progress in theory building and hypothesis
testing in research on state-level interest groups. What they term the “logic of
segmentation” has created boundaries which have raised barriers to progress in the
development of normal science and the evolution of broader theories. They
criticize the national-level literature for ignoring many important questions
about interest representation. Indeed, they believe there is a “one-way pattern of
influence” between national interest group studies and state-level studies. For
example, the relationship between groups and political parties has received rela-
tively little attention by scholars of Washington politics, while the state politics
literature has had a focus on this subject since Belle Zeller’s time. Another area
where state interest group scholars are ahead of their national counterparts is in the
relationship between public opinion and organized interests. Lowery and Gray also
note that state-level research is well suited for understanding how institutional
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design affects interest group communities and advocacy. The variation that states
provide allows more sophisticated and ambitious inquiry into this problem.
Lowery and Gray do, however, end on a note of optimism, concluding that the
state literature is no longer as isolated from the more general research on interest
groups.

Following Lowery and Gray’s examination of interest groups in the states, Jeffrey
Berry moves down the federal system to urban politics. Although the study of
groups in cities was the source of pluralist theory, which catalyzed the most
enduring debate in the subfield, recent research on urban interest groups has had
relatively limited impact on theory. Instead work on interest groups is dominated
by research on national politics. Berry argues forcefully that studying local
groups through the lens of theories about national groups is perilous. He says
city groups are not merely smaller versions of national lobbies but, rather, they are
fundamentally different. He outlines four basic structural differences, the under-
standing of which should serve as a foundation for future research on urban
interest group politics. First, there are usually low barriers to entry for urban
groups. Second, urban politics is highly sensitized to planning for projects in
neighborhoods and this locational basis of policymaking enhances the influence
of small neighborhood associations. These groups, in turn, play a much larger role
in city politics than their meager resources would otherwise suggest. A third
difference is that citizen participation requirements provide neighborhood groups
and citywide citizen groups significant leverage in negotiations with developers
and city planners. Fourth and finally, he notes that state and local agencies are
highly dependent on non-profits. In cities, collaborative policymaking tying to-
gether non-profit and agency leaders is very much the norm in the area of social
services.

The final part, on dimensions of behavior, analyzes different interest group roles
and forms of advocacy. Frank Baumgartner begins his chapter paying homage to
E. E. Schattschneider, crediting him with initiating the study of interest groups and
agenda building. Schattschneider encouraged us to think about how interest
groups try to expand conflict when they are in a disadvantageous position in the
development of a policy decision. Baumgartner proceeds systematically to demon-
strate how this literature on agenda building has come together to illuminate
lobbying strategies. He cautions against the common assumptions about the
power of interest groups, noting for example, that recent research has demon-
strated that groups are very limited in their ability to reframe issues. Rather, they
are more effective at protecting the status quo. Baumgartner also notes that there is
an enormous disparity between what lobbyists are working on in Washington and
the priorities of the American public. He is most forceful in drawing out the biases
of interest group mobilization and linking those advantages to the politics of
agenda setting. He notes, “bias comes from the fact that some segments of society
mobilize powerfully and speak with amplified voices and others mobilize little or
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not at all” Baumgartner outlines some fruitful areas of research on agenda build-
ing, including interest groups and venue shopping and the relative effectiveness of
coalitions of interest group advocates and government officials.

Beth Leech’s chapter examines the influence of interest groups on public policy
making. Despite the substantial amount of research that has been done in this area,
her review of the literature demonstrates that findings are often contradictory;
some scholars find substantial interest group influence while others find groups to
be relatively weak. PAC studies are an interesting case in point. Reviews of the
research reveal that a significant portion of published work find PAC contributions
unrelated to legislative votes, others find a mixed picture, and still others find that
money does influence votes. From her analysis Leech argues that “We have been
measuring the wrong things in the wrong ways.” She supports this contention by
explicating key methodological problems. Such flaws include case selection bias;
focusing on a single stage of the policymaking process; and incorrect assumptions
about how the policymaking process works. Leech identifies three general means
by which interest groups might influence legislation: effectively purchasing votes
with campaign contributions; mobilizing constituencies or signaling constituency
preferences to the legislator; and providing information or otherwise subsidizing
those in office. What she concludes is that available evidence is most supportive of
the third of these possibilities, supplying useful information to elected officials. In
the end, though, interest group influence through this channel is highly contingent.

Clyde Wilcox and Rentaro lida explore the myriad ways that interest groups are
active in American elections, and the difficulties that scholars face in answering
basic questions about this activity. Although PAC formation and contributions
data are accessible and accurate, these authors note that PACs do not constitute the
only way that interest groups give, and that contributing is not the only way that
groups are active in elections. Studies of group strategies, of the impact of group
activities in elections, and of the impact of interest group electoral activities on
policy making must take into account an increasing amount of activity that is not
fully disclosed. The authors note that the way groups have been active in the past
few election cycles raises important questions about how to conceive of interest
group involvement. Networks of interest group leaders, partisan activists, and
donors have collaborated on strategies and shifted resources, sometimes based on
studies on efficacy of past strategies.

Since this is a handbook on both political parties and interest groups, we
conclude the collection with Michael Heaney’s examination of the relationship
between groups and parties. In Heaney’s mind the two are “inextricably linked.”
He proceeds along four tracks to analyze these ties and to point toward the next
stages of research. The first relationship he identifies is that of co-evolution. Over
the course of American history parties and groups have changed partially in
response to each other. Second, parties and groups attempt to discipline each
other, by trying to control what kinds of agents act on their behalf. Heaney’s
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third relationship is that of brokerage. Within each other’s networks, operatives
from groups or parties may play a key role in bringing various factions to the
bargaining table. Fourth, parties and groups are linked by political identities.
Ideology may bring groups and a party together but may also create tensions as
each sector tries to define the boundaries of the identity they share. Although
scholars are increasingly aware of these links, Heaney is critical of the scholarship
that has emerged so far. The case study approach has dominated and Heaney says
that it is time for research to push toward systemic knowledge and more sophisti-
cated theory building. He encourages political scientists to think not so much of
party coalitions or interest group coalitions, but to focus instead on “political
coalitions.”

The parties and interest group fields are dynamic and this handbook reflects
judgments about research at a particular point in time. New research will quickly
come to the fore and will work to reshape such evaluations. Yet the chapters in this
book have analyzed long-term developments in various specialties and the chal-
lenges our authors have identified are sure to remain as central issues as our
discipline moves forward. Each of our authors has offered valuable insights into
the kinds of problems that are central to the next stages of research. We hope that
these chapters prove to be valuable guides as readers ponder their own research
agendas.

New databases and new research techniques are expanding opportunities and
enabling researchers to rigorously and systematically test their ideas. For reasons of
space and coherence we limited the subject matter in the chapters that follow to
parties and groups in the United States. Nevertheless, comparative research that
includes the United States is likely to expand greatly in the years to come.
In particular, research on the European Union has exploded and it’s assuredly
the case that there will be increasing cross-fertilization of ideas across the pond as
well as more directly collaborative work. This is an exciting time to be working in
fields of political parties or interest groups.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORIES OF
PARTIES

JOHN H. ALDRICH
JEFFREY D. GRYNAVISKI

PouiTicAL parties present an interesting challenge to formal theorists. First, they are
nearly ubiquitous in democracies. Second, they are institutions, and therefore they
are appropriate for study in the style of the new institutionalism, that is, the study
of the effects of institutional rules on electoral or policy outcomes through the
application of rational choice, game-theoretic reasoning. Third, they are unusually
endogenous institutions. In the US, for instance, they have historically been self-
defined (rather than defined through law or regulation). For example, their
national organizations adopt their defining rules each time they meet, and they
do so by simple majority rule, making them as subject to what Riker (1980) called
“inheritability” as any major political institution can be. Finally, they can be
studied in a variety of institutional settings, particularly electoral, legislative, or
both, and they can be considered as single political parties or as a set of parties
forming a “party system.” Only slowly did formal theorists pick up this challenge.

The early contributions of formal theory to political science sought instead to
understand, in a very general and abstract way, how political actors arrived at
collective outcomes and whether these outcomes had desirable properties. In their
quest for generality, these researchers ignored the details of the institutions in
which political actors conducted business. Their results included:

Arrow (1951): the famous impossibility result for aggregating individual preferences
into coherent collective choices;
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McKelvey (1976)-Schofield (1978): the nearly invariable existence of the capability
of agenda-setting agents for getting their way;

Gibbard (1973)-Satterthwaite (1975): the essentially generic manipulability of voting
rules by strategic actors;

Olson (1965): the ubiquitous free-rider effects that limit collective action and the
provision of public goods.

Taken as a whole, this work paints a very bleak picture for the possibility of fair and
effective democratic governance.

Beginning in the late 1970s, a series of papers by Shepsle (especially 1979, otherwise
often written in collaboration with Weingast, e.g., 1987) revolutionized the way that
scholars employ formal theory in their study of politics. Drawing upon the basic
insights of the nascent field of the new institutional economics, he demonstrated that
formal theory could be put to good use studying how institutions structure interac-
tions among political actors in order to solve the collective dilemmas identified by
the previous generation of scholars. Early applications of this literature focused on
how institutions—especially the structures of the US Congress, such as its committee
system—could provide solutions to social choice problems inside legislatures. In the
years since, formal theory has been used to analyze how institutions structure human
interactions in a much wider assortment of political domains. See Weingast and
Wittman (2006) for a recent review of this literature.

Our purpose in this chapter is to identify the contributions of formal theory to the
study of political parties. Or, perhaps more accurately, we intend to describe the
mechanisms by which two important sets of political institutions—a polity’s constitu-
tional structures and the rules that political parties choose to regulate the behavior of their
own members—interact to give structure to political outcomes in democratic polities.

In pursuing this goal, we believe that it is useful to make two important
distinctions. The first distinction is between two very different types of institutions:
constitutional structures and the rules that political elites choose to regulate one
another’s behavior within a party organization to promote shared interests. On the
one hand, we believe that it is appropriate to consider a polity’s constitutional
structures to be exogenous institutions: these are institutions that theorists can
treat current political actors as having no say in their design.! Under this interpre-
tation, one might usefully characterize constitutions as creating the game tree in

1 Riker’s general point (1980) was that, in the long run, all rules are endogenous, in the sense
that the outcomes of rules (actual or anticipated) feed back into preferences over rules, which then
should shape the choice of rules, in addition to whatever other considerations go into preferences
over rules. Thus, anticipated outcomes are a part of the bases for preferences over rules. This differs
from the immediate sense of endogeneity in which the selection of rules is in close proximity to their
use in choosing outcomes, the same actors choose the rules and the outcomes, and they use close
approximation of the same methods for choosing rules as for choosing outcomes. In this case, the
inheritability of preferences over outcomes into preferences for the rules is, at least theoretically, direct
and decisive; one chooses the rules for the purpose of obtaining one’s preferred outcomes.
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which political actors operate. On the other hand, we treat the rules that parties
choose to regulate the behavior of their own members as purely endogenous
institutions: we therefore treat the rules that party elites choose to govern one
another’s behavior as an optimal response to the strategic situation created by a
polity’s constitution and the anticipated reactions of all relevant actors (voters,
party activists, candidates, elected officials, etc.) of the polity.

The second distinction is between two different strands of research on politics
that might be considered formal theory. On the one hand, there is the strand of
research that applies concepts from rational choice theory, the core assumptions
of which are that people have well-defined preference functions and seek to make
the best choices possible given the constraints they face, to the study of politics. Work
done in this tradition is often very mathematical, but it need not be (Downs’s classic
application of rational choice theory (1957), for example, had very little math). On the
other hand, there is a strand of research that uses mathematical concepts to provide
formal representations of behavior that are not consistent with the assumptions of
rational choice theory. A good example of this is Adams, Merrill, and Grofman’s recent
efforts (2005) to model candidate strategies when voters are assumed to obey non-
“rational” psychological processes. While we believe that the latter approach offers
valuable insights, we have chosen to limit our attention in this chapter to the former
category of scholarship, with an eye toward illustrating how rational choice theory
provides a unified framework for understanding how partisan institutions emerge and
structure political actors’ interactions for a wide assortment of constitutional forms.2

With these distinctions in mind, our chapter is organized around the insights
that formal theory provides to three main questions. First, how do constitutional
rules shape the number of parties that contest elections? Second, how do constitu-
tional structures and party rules structure the choices that party elites present to
the electorate? Third, how do constitutional structures and party rules affect
politicians’ incentives to follow through on their campaign promises in office?

FOoRMAL THEORIES OF ELECTORAL RULES
AND THE NUMBER OF PARTIES

Most formal theories of politics treat the number of parties that contest elections to
be given a priori. That is, they begin from a set of assumptions about the number of
parties and conduct their analysis from there. However, formal theory provides some

2 One reason is that the non-rational formalizations are of more recent vintage and are fewer
in number at this time than the “traditional” rational choice accounts.
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insights into how a polity’s electoral rules influence the number of viable political
parties in elections. Since the number of parties has a profound effect on party and
voter strategies in equilibrium, we think a discussion of how constitutional rules
shape the number of parties is a useful place to begin our survey of the literature.

A famous empirical regularity is Duverger’s Law (Duverger 1954). Indeed,
Riker, the founder of formal modeling in political science, wrote an essay about
it as the sort of regularity from which a science of politics might be built (1982).
Duverger’s statement is that when its constitution requires that elections
be conducted by plurality or majority rule (or, in current parlance, it is a first-
past-the-post system), a polity tends toward having exactly two major parties.
Duverger offered two reasons for this. The first is the “mechanical effect” of
electoral laws, by which he meant that the translation of votes into seats under
virtually all electoral laws ordinarily advantages the plurality-winning party, but
that this effect is magnified tremendously by single-member districts and related
features of first-past-the-post systems. Thus, in Britain, for example, the plurality
party (Conservative or Labour) rarely wins a majority of the public’s votes: indeed,
it often is far short of it. Since the 1920s, however, the mechanical effect has been
sufficiently strong that the plurality party captures a majority of seats in Parliament
simply by winning a plurality of votes in a majority of single-member electoral
districts. The second is what Duverger called the “psychological effect,” in which
those who support third parties (such as the UK’s Liberal Party and its successors)
will realize their vote for that third party will be “wasted” on a certain loser. At least
some will therefore defect from their most preferred choice to support whichever
of the two major parties is their second-most preferred option, to seek to avoid
their least liked alternative from winning. This claim resonates in part because
there is substantial, if imperfect, empirical evidence for it and in part because what
Duverger called his “hypothesis” pairs with his “Law” to cover party systems. The
“Hypothesis” is that, under proportional voting, multiparty systems are likely
(where “multi” means “at least three”).

This “Law” was, to Duverger, an empirical regularity for which he offered
plausible explanations, but not a theory. Rae (1967) and many others explored
the mechanical effect, but while the results are very interesting, the translation rules
do not involve human decision making. The psychological effect is therefore where
theorists turned. They need not have been rational choice theorists.> But they were.
Indeed, two closely related but still differing streams of rational-choice-theoretic
research sought to provide a formal derivation of Duverger’s Law. One examined

3 Indeed, one could argue that not only is a vote for the third most popular party wasted, it is
also effectively just as certain that one’s vote for any party or candidate, including the two most
popular, is just as wasted. Avoiding a wasted vote could alternatively be explained by psychological
concepts far removed from rational choice theory. It is just that wasted voting hasn’t been
explained thus.
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the preferences over the choices, that is, the voters’ utility for parties winning,
combined with beliefs about the likelihood of each party winning (as surrogate for
the likelihood of one’s vote affecting the outcome). This focus, therefore, was on
the voter. The second looked more carefully at the parties themselves, using their
positioning in a spatial model, the question to which we turn first.

Party Positioning in a Spatial Model

Palfrey (1984, 1989) derived the first example of what has come to be known as a
“Duvergerian equilibrium” from application of spatial modeling, primarily in
contrast to Downsian convergence results (1957). Thus, Palfrey used the spatial
model, in which parties take a point position for any given election. Voters select
the party they most prefer (is closest to them in space). The question is whether
there is an equilibrium pair of positions for two parties such that, should they
adopt those two positions, there is no position for a third party to enter the
election and win. In addition, the positions of the two parties must be “rational”
in the sense that they would adopt them in competition against each other. In such
equilibrium, the two existing parties tie in expectation, and there is no winning
position for any third party to select and so none enters. In showing this result, he
also assumed a sort of spatial symmetry of entry. That is, a third party is equally
likely to enter and compete as a “left” party as it is to enter and compete as a “right”
party. Palfrey found that there is such an equilibrium in a unidimensional policy
space with divergence, e.g., if ideal points are uniform over [0,1] the equilibrium is
at [Y%4,%]. This was true regardless of whether voters were themselves strategic or
“sincere” (that is, always voted for the closest party) in their voting behavior. In
that sense, he proved Duverger’s Law without the psychological effect Duverger
invoked. Note that, while each party would like to converge to the median voter if
they were confident that there would be no third party, the equilibrium is Nash
(i.e., no player can move without harming his position), because if one party did
move toward the center, a third party could enter and win by adopting a position
just to the outside of the moving party’s new position.

Palfrey’s result remains pretty much state of the science. In a recent working
paper, Aldrich and Lee (n.d.) find that there are often Palfrey-like equilibriums in
multidimensional space, although with potentially interesting conditions in which
at least three parties can coexist. For example, if three parties are located such that
at least two are tied for second (or all three are tied) in support, this is also a Nash
equilibrium, because there is a “coordination problem” multiparty equilibrium,
consistent with that found in the second stream of research reviewed below.

There is a sort of impossibility result affecting this first stream of research. In its
most general form, if voters have spatial preferences, any single party’s support is
entirely vulnerable. That is, any party can expect to have essentially zero votes.
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For example, suppose that two parties enter together, one just to the left, the other
just to the right of the original party. In that case, the original party’s votes will
converge to zero in expectation.* The general problem of entry of parties was
studied by Shepsle (1991) and Greenberg and Shepsle (1987). They look at the
problem of entry in spatial models, examining races for legislative seats. As they
show, the primary effect of general and open rules for entry is that “entry may
disrupt spatial equilibria” (1987, 525, abstract).

While this leads to something of a dead end in the literature that seeks to derive
Duvergerian equilibrium from examination only of the rational choices made by
parties, it has led to a suggestion of how we might define a “party system.” A party
system can be defined as the set of parties whose behavior is contingent, in equilibri-
um, on the set of other parties in the equilibrium, and vice versa. Thus, for spatial
games, the party system is the set of parties whose spatial location depends upon the
set of other parties in the equilibrium and whose behavior is in turn taken into account
by the rest of the parties. Thus, in Palfrey’s case, there is a two-party equilibrium, in
which the choice of both depends upon the actions of each other. It also depends upon
an ill-defined set of “any other party that might enter” and, thus, a two-party system
really is a multiparty system with “latent” (not entering) third parties.

Voters and Duvergerian Equilibrium

The second stream of research on “derivations” of Duverger’s Law has remained
more lively. This stream examines voters and their evaluation of the parties, both in
terms of preferences over parties and in terms of expectations, often expressed in
terms of how close the party is to winning, but actually examining how likely it is
that one’s vote will affect the outcome. These may, of course, be tied to a spatial
framework, but need not. The key point of difference is that the modeling takes the
electorate’s preferences and choices as the key moving parts, letting the parties and
their actions fade more into the background.> In this sense, it is closer to Duverger’s
Law as originally stated. To the best of our knowledge, Feddersen (1992) is the first
word on the derivation of the Law, per se, from this perspective. What he shows is
that, if voters are strategic, in equilibrium only two parties will receive any votes.
Thus, it appears to be the strategic calculation of voters that drives the result—
pretty much as Duverger anticipated.

The ideas are, perhaps, best known through Cox (especially 1997). He offers a general
result that is the by now well-known “m + 1” rule. He focuses on the effect of the district

4 The earliest proof that we know of is due to Brams (1978). He derived it in thinking about
multi-candidate nomination politics, where this form of entry is quite plausible.

5 Feddersen, Sened, and Wright (1990) is an exception, in which both sets are strategic actors
in a unidimensional spatial model, and convergence is implied.
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magnitude, that is, on how many seats are elected from the individual district. If there
are m of them, then there is room for exactly m + 1 parties. That is, rational, strategic
voters will only vote for m + 1 parties, in equilibrium. The important new wrinkle in all
of these sorts of results is that voters’ information must meet what are sometimes called
“rationality” conditions. Basically, that means that they must assimilate information
according to Bayesian principles and, in addition, the information must be in balance
across the electorate, in accord with the requirements of the Bayesian perfect equilibri-
um solution. In common terms, voters must agree on who is ahead and by how much
as election day nears. Under these conditions, Duvergerian equilibriums are common.$
Cox (1997) emphasizes that the Law applies only at the individual district level,
however. It is therefore a separate question whether the same two parties will be
found in any given set of districts, whether this will aggregate up to a two-party system
at the national level, or whether it is possible to sustain a multiparty system in a world
with two-party systems in each district or at least most districts. Chhibbar and Kollman
(2004) argue something very like this account for explaining apparently multiparty
systems in India and perhaps Canada.

Proportional Systems

>«

Duverger’s “tendency” was that under proportional systems, there was a tendency for
multiparty systems to emerge. That is a weaker claim on his part for at least three
reasons. First, “multiparty” does not tell us a precise number, just that there is a
tendency for at least three parties to form. Second, there are many kinds of propor-
tional systems and they have varying degrees of strength to any “mechanical” effect.”
Most scholars seem to anticipate that the degree of psychological effect is reduced
considerably (perhaps or perhaps not to zero). Abramson et al. (forthcoming) find
that, empirically, “strategic voting” of this sort is nearly as common even under “very”
proportional systems, although their evidence at least seems consistent with the claim
that the aggregate effect is more dispersed over parties and thus less forceful in
reducing the number of parties in the national system. Cox (1997), for example,
notes that proportional systems are also governed by the m + 1 rule, implying an
upper bound to the number of parties in the system. He also argues that strategic
voting in such systems can occur for somewhat differing reasons, implying some of

6 If there are three parties in a district with m = 1, and all three are tied or one party is ahead but the
other two are tied, then there is also an equilibrium with all three parties receiving votes. This happens
owing to the inability of voters to be certain of “coordinating” on which second place candidate to
support. Such an interpretation of pre-2000 Mexico can be found in Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni
(1996).

7 All proportional systems have some degree of mechanical effect, and, indeed, as district
magnitude shrinks, the effect converges exactly to the two-party effect when m = 1, even if the system
is otherwise “proportional.”
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the dispersion Abramson et al. (forthcoming) note. Kselman (forthcoming) develops
a game-theoretic model in a proportional voting system in which the likelihood of
entry is inversely related to the number of currently existing parties, and shows that,
when two existing parties are appropriately polarized in a unidimensional space
(following Palfrey’s model), third party entry might not happen even in a propor-
tional system. The reason is that by dividing the ideologically similar parties’ votes, the
disparate large party increases its chances of winning the executive. In short, the work
on proportional systems is less fully developed than under plurality systems. Similar
kinds of results, however, seem most often to be found, suggesting that the important
differences between the two types of voting systems (which are generally the strongest
institutional variable in empirical accounts of party systems) remain to be developed.

FOrRMAL THEORIES OF PARTIES IN ELECTIONS

The formal analysis of parties and elections is usually traced to Anthony Downs’s
classic An Economic Theory of Democracy (1957), which, famously, asks what plat-
form a rational (by which Downs means solely election-motivated) party presents
the public when it contests office.® Downs’s answers to this question, and the
subsequent refinements to these answers by formal theorists to model the political
process in different institutional environments, are the focus of this section.

The starting point for Downs’s analysis of party platform choice is Hotelling’s
(1929) famous median voter theorem. His analysis proceeds from the following set
of assumptions about motivations, information, and the institutional environment:
(1) there are two parties, (2) which are motivated solely by the desire to win today,
(3) who contest a single-round election within a single constituency, (4) decided by
plurality rule, (5) by announcing platforms that can be assigned spatial locations
along a left-right ideological continuum representing the percentage of the economy
the party would leave in private hands in the event of its election; (6) that citizens do
not look beyond the next election, (7) do not have the option of abstention, and
(8) prefer the party that is closest to them along this ideological continuum; and
finally, (9) there is no uncertainty about party platforms or voters’ ideal points. If
these conditions are satisfied, then, in equilibrium, both parties will announce the
policy position most preferred by the voter with the median ideology. The logic of the
median voter theorem is that a party which chooses a platform at the ideal point of
the median voter is assured at least a majority of the votes if its opponent chooses any
other platform: knowing that it guarantees victory if it adopts that platform and its

8 Although, the application of the familiar spatial model of voting dates at least to Lowell (1913).
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opponent does not, and it would not benefit from adopting a platform other than the
median voter’s ideal point if its opponent chooses the median voter’s ideal point as its
platform, when the above conditions are satisfied an office-motivated party always
chooses the median voter’s ideal point.

In light of the family of impossibility results noted in the Introduction, it is
widely accepted among formal theorists that Hotelling’s theorem is knifed-edged in
the sense that a violation of any one of its many assumptions may lead to non-
median party platform choices (cf. Grofman 2004). Downs himself addresses one
such possibility when he considers what might occur if citizens are given the
opportunity to abstain from voting and they are future-oriented. In such cases,
candidates might choose divergent platforms in a two-party system. His rationale
is that if extremist voters are future-oriented, they might withhold their support
from a party that converges to the ideal point of the median voter (knowing that
their utility differential from voting for the two parties is zero if both parties have
centrist platforms): if enough voters act this way, then an office-motivated party
hoping to win elections might adopt a non-centrist platform in order to induce
ideological extremists to turn out to vote. He argues that this process is especially
likely to occur if there are large numbers of voters at the ideological extremes.
Hinich and Ordeshook (1969) have expressed a variant of Downs’s intuition in a
more rigorous way (see also Hinich and Munger 1997).

Much of the subsequent work exploring the behavior of candidates and parties
has retained Downs’s assumptions of two-party competition and a unidimensional
policy space to explore when parties might adopt platforms other than that most
preferred by the median voter. Some particularly fertile areas of inquiry have been
to understand how equilibrium party and voter strategies change when there is a
non-spatial component to voter behavior (e.g., Enelow and Hinich 1982), policy-
motivated parties (e.g., Wittman 1983), or uncertainty about voter ideal points or
candidate locations (Calvert 1985). Much of this work, however, has been moti-
vated by the effort to explain how the Downsian spatial model can be reconciled
with the empirical observation that candidates and parties rarely (never?) adopt
identical policy platforms when contesting elections. Rather than providing a
lengthy survey of this literature (see Grofman 2004 for an excellent review), our
focus in this section is on understanding how party organizations give structure to
electoral competition in the context of the spatial model of elections in settings
(more than two parties and/or more than one dimension of competition) where
the early impossibility results suggest that structure should not exist.

Nomination Procedures

The possibility that party organizations might provide structure to elections was
first anticipated by a pair of models examining how party nomination procedures
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might affect platform choices.® In particular, this work showed that if candidates
must first win a primary election, where the actors responsible for choosing the
candidate are not themselves office-motivated, then it is likely that candidates will
choose non-median platforms. Aranson and Ordeshook (1972) consider the case
where voters cast ballots sincerely in both the primary and general election and
candidates choose non-median platforms that maximize their probability of win-
ning both races. Coleman (1971, 1972) examines the setting where primary election
voters take into account a candidate’s probability of winning an election as a
function of their platform and who cast their votes in the primary strategically in
the sense that they want to nominate the candidate whose platform is closest to
their ideal point who is also able to win an election.

Activists and Ideologues

Both of these accounts treat the preferences of party activists as exogenous para-
meters. Aldrich (1983a, 1983b) considers the more primitive question of why voters
choose to become party activists. In Aldrich (1983a) he demonstrates that if
activists have policy preferences in a unidimensional policy space and follow
ordinary spatial preference rules for deciding whether to become active and in
which party to be active, but choose the party on the basis of the distribution of
activists already engaged in the two parties, then even in a unidimensional space,
the distribution of activists will be polarized in equilibrium. Aldrich (1983b)
extends this model to the case where voters have policy preferences in more than
one dimension. The fundamental result in this paper is that there exist equili-
briums and these will be polarized, as in the unidimensional case. In general, the
parties will polarize along the most salient dimension, “converging” on less salient
dimensions. One key result, therefore, is that there are equilibrium distributions
for the two parties even when there is no equilibrium in voting.

Aldrich and McGinnis (1989) use this framework to understand how party
activists’ decisions to contribute to their party’s nominee affect her platform
choice. They show that when candidates’ electoral fortunes are aided by support
from their party (and the parties have activist bases with distinct sets of prefer-
ences), then there exist equilibriums where candidates adopt divergent policy
platforms in multidimensional policy spaces. Aldrich and McGinnis argue
that party organizations create a structure-induced equilibrium in electoral

9 Depending on the setting, nomination procedures may be usefully thought of as being
exogenous or endogenous institutions. To the best of our knowledge, however, researchers have not
addressed why a party organization that is free to select its own nomination procedure would choose a
set of rules that induce its candidates to choose non-centrist policy positions, especially when its
opponent (who is not necessarily selected by a primary election constituency) may be free to adopt a
platform that is optimal in the general election without regard to its primary election constituency.
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games that solves social choice problems in elections. This conclusion is similar to
the role that Congress’s committee structure plays in solving social choice pro-
blems in legislatures in the manner suggested by Shepsle.

Roemer (2001) develops an alternative model of two-party competition in a
multidimensional policy space that also yields equilibrium behavior. In his ac-
count, there are internal party divisions between hard-core ideologues, purely
office-motivated politicians, and a group which cares about both policy and office.
He assumes that these actors must mutually agree to changes to an existing party
platform, taking into account whether the new platform makes all members of
the organization better-off. He finds that in many (but not all) circumstances, the
parties settle on an equilibrium pair of platforms where either the ideologues or
the purely office-motivated politicians reject any modification to the party platform.

A final model is by Schofield and Sened (2006), in which they consider the case
of multiple parties in a multidimensional policy space. They assume that voter
choices may be stochastic (in the manner suggested by Hinich 1977), that each
party is endowed with a valence advantage describing how much voters favor the
organization for non-policy reasons, and that each party is motivated to maximize
its vote share. Under relatively restrictive circumstances, they find that there is a
Local Nash Equilibrium where all parties converge to the mean (as opposed to the
median) voter; otherwise, there is often a Local Nash Equilibrium in which parties
locate along a common axis with the parties with the weakest valence advantage
adopting positions furthest from the political center. The intuition for this result is
that the parties with the weakest valence advantage have a lower probability of
winning votes at the center than parties with higher valences, so the weaker parties
adopt more extreme platforms (where there are fewer voters whose votes they have
a higher probability of winning because of spatial proximity). In elaborations of the
model, Sened and Schofield build on Aldrich and McGinnis’s (1989) model of party
activism to make valence advantages endogenous to parties’ platform choices.
A natural implication of this extension is that parties, hoping to secure a valence
advantage, may need to adopt non-mean platforms in order to motivate party
activists to contribute to the organization’s electoral success.

FORMAL THEORIES OF THE CREDIBILITY OF PARTY
PROMISES WHEN IN GOVERNMENT

Recent chapters by Laver (2006) and Diermeier (2006) in the Oxford Handbooks of
Political Science series have admirably demonstrated the power of formal models
of political parties in government. One important contribution of formal theory
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that they identify is that of the implications of constitutional structures such as the
separation of powers (e.g. Krehbiel 1998) or the confidence vote procedure (Huber
1996; Diermeier and Feddersen 1998) for the level of party discipline (and discipline
within the ruling coalition in multiparty settings) exhibited in government. A
second important contribution concerns the ways in which parties provide insti-
tutional solutions to social choice problems in legislatures (e.g., Laver and Scho-
field 1990; T. Schwartz 1977; see also Rohde, Chapter 17 in this volume, for an
assessment of applications of theories of parties in the US Congress). Therefore, we
consider a question that links the electoral promises made by parties and candi-
dates considered above to the actions of parties when in office, as in the works cited
above. This critical question is how political parties credibly promise to fulfill their
campaign promises in office given that office-motivated politicians have incentives
to mislead the electorate about the policies they intend to pursue once in office.
Answers to this question have important implications both for the possibility of
representative democracy with regard to the question of how votes for office-
holders translate into public policy and for the scholarly understanding of why
voters depend on partisan cues at the ballot box.

Downs (1957) may have been the first to consider the possibility that parties might
not follow through on their electoral promises. He argues that parties’ electoral
motivations over the long term provide them with incentives to be reliable (to keep
campaign promises if elected) and responsible (to campaign on the basis of past policy
accomplishments). Parties have incentives to be reliable because they want voters to
believe that they keep their campaign promises. Having a reputation for being reliable
is especially important for out-parties who cannot campaign on the basis of their
recent performance in office and, given that a reputation for reliability can only be
earned by a party while in office, the current ruling party has incentives to follow
through on its campaign promises to ensure that it can contest future elections when it
is out of office on the basis of a credible party platform. Similarly, a party has
incentives to be responsible because voters observing frequent changes in its issue
positions will conclude that it is unlikely to follow through on its campaign promises
that require implementation over the long run. Grynaviski (2009) describes Downs’s
mechanism by which parties maintain their brand names as being akin to how firms of
the early twentieth century solved the adverse selection problem in consumer markets
through one-product, one-brand-name, branding strategies.

Downs’s discussion of how parties maintain brand names was not explicitly linked
to his formal analysis of voter behavior. Bernhardt and Ingberman (1985) rectify this.
They describe a two-party system where the incumbent has established a reputation
for pursuing particular types of policies (a reputation that the challenger does not
possess), which means, all else equal, that incumbents will be viewed by voters as the
less risky choice. By implication, the incumbent’s reputation gives rise to the
incumbency advantage when voters are risk-averse and the ideal point of the median
voter does not change from one election to the next. On the other hand, if the ideal
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point of the median voter changes between elections, then the incumbent has
incentives to change her platform to appeal better to the political center. In this
case, the incumbent party’s decision to distance itself from its past actions makes it
the riskier bet—the greater the move, the greater the increase in voter uncertainty.
An office-motivated incumbent party must therefore balance policy distance from
the median voter with the greater uncertainty that voters feel when responding to
changes in the incumbent’s behavior. The authors demonstrate that the need to
maintain a reputation for being responsible (in Downs’s sense) induces parties to be
reasonably consistent in their platforms over time, and, with the ideal point of the
median voter changing over time, gives rise to divergent policy platforms.

A common element of the above-mentioned work on party platform credibility is
the notion that a party is a single, infinitely lived team worried about maintaining its
reputation over the long term. Relaxing this assumption greatly complicates model-
ing how parties credibly signal their intent to implement their platform in office
because it is no longer possible to treat parties analytically as if they were analogous
to firms trying to maximize their long-run profits by maintaining their brand name.

To the best of our knowledge, Alesina and Spear (1988) were the first to examine
the case where there is more than one party member. Their model begins from the
observation that a politician whose career has a known finite endpoint has strong
incentives to adopt the policies she most prefers in her last term in office and cannot
credibly commit to a centrist platform (see also Alesina 1988). They argue that
political parties provide an institutional solution to this problem. Specifically, an
incumbent politicians’ successor in her party may provide her with some form of
payment (e.g., advocating for her policies; raising funds for a presidential library) to
prevent her from behaving opportunistically in office. Thus, intergenerational trans-
fers allow the party’s candidates to credibly commit to a centrist platform.

Harrington (1992) argues that parties can credibly commit their lame duck
members to campaign promises even without this kind of transfer. He argues
that policy-motivated incumbents care about both the policies implemented
today and those implemented in the future. To the extent that a party’s future
candidates compete on the basis of the incumbent’s reputation, the incumbent has
incentives to adopt more centrist policies than she sincerely prefers in order to
boost the organization’s chances in future elections. Such an equilibrium, however,
is quite sensitive to the rate at which the incumbent discounts future policy
payoffs—the greater the discounting of the future, the more extreme the laws
adopted by a policy-motivated lawmaker.

Snyder and Ting (2002) examine the more interesting case where there exists
more than one party member seeking office at the same time (a legislative party,
perhaps). In their work, candidates for office join parties because they provide a
brand name that conveys a credible signal about the types of policies they
would support. The way parties perform this function is by providing institut-
ions that penalize candidates whose sincere preferences disagree with the party
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platform—the penalty that candidates incur is increasing in the distance between
their preferences and the party platform. Voters, observing these institutions, infer
that the only types of candidates who will join the party in equilibrium are those
individuals whose sincere preference is to adhere to the party platform.
In subsequent work, Snyder and Ting (2002) extend the model to allow incum-
bents within the party to develop personal reputations through their voting
behavior that is distinct from that of their co-partisans.

Levy (2004) applies similar intuitions to model how parties might commit their
members to a platform in a multidimensional policy space. Similar to Alesina and
Spear (1988), she assumes that no individual candidate can credibly commit to a
platform that disagrees with her sincere preferences—this is problematic for office-
motivated candidates who are fully willing to compromise ideology for office. They
join political parties because, she assumes, they have the ability to coerce group
members into toeing the party line once in office. Political parties can therefore
credibly commit to pursuing any policy in the Pareto set of its members (much like
the case of the individual politician, parties cannot credibly commit to any policy
outside the Pareto set because all organization members, once in office, would
prefer to pass laws in the Pareto set). This is obviously advantageous to ambitious
politicians who, acting alone, cannot credibly commit to such a platform.

Taking a different tack on how legislative parties commit their members to a set
of policy positions, Grynaviski (2009) places the emphasis on a party’s reputation.
He argues that a party forms a reputation about the range of issue positions that its
nominees will support, that it values this reputation because it decreases the costs
of winning office, and the lesser the variation in party members’ issue positions the
greater the benefit to the party’s office-seekers. As a result, voters infer that it is
costly for a party to allow its members to cross party lines too often. Since voters
understand that parties want to avoid this penalty, it is rational for them to infer
that party organizations create a control apparatus to effectively whip group
members and to treat a party affiliation as a credible signal about the kinds of
policies officeholders might pursue (even if they do not observe these institutions
themselves). Nicely, this model simultaneously accounts for how multi-candidate
parties with a seemingly weak party control apparatus might provide brand names
to office-seekers and for the stability of party programs over time.

FORMAL THEORIES OF PARTIES IN GOVERNMENT

Thus far, this chapter has sought to identify the contributions of formal theory to
the study of parties as electoral institutions, that is, to the study of institutions that
structure the choices presented to voters on election day. Specifically, we have tried
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to reveal the insights that formal theory provides about the nature of a polity’s
electoral rules and the number of parties; how the internal characteristics of party
organizations (such as its nominations procedures, or the nature of its activists’
base) affects party platform choices; and how party reputations and a party’s
control apparatus affect whether voters find party platforms to be credible signals
about the performance of its nominees in office. We have largely neglected models
of parties in government, except inasmuch as the activities of parties in govern-
ment are embedded (often implicitly) in the work that we have reviewed in a
blunt—once in office the party implements platform X—Xkind of way.

Given recent excellent contributions to the Oxford Handbooks in Political
Science series by Laver (2006) and Diermeier (2006) that address formal models
of parties in government, and, for the US case, by Rohde (Chapter 17 in this
volume), we have chosen to focus on elections and on credibility. It is worthwhile
to dedicate some attention to the linkage between formal models of parties in
elections and those of parties in government. In particular, we want to highlight the
ways in which formal models of parties in elections are essentially models of
important inputs—notably, the number of parties in the chamber and office-
holders’ policy commitments—which, in addition to constitutional provisions
regarding the organization of the government, formal models of parties in govern-
ment often treat as primitive concepts.

The formal analysis of legislative parties is complicated by the vast array of
constitutional structures that, in combination, determine the role of parties in
government. Three institutions stand out as especially important. The first is the
electoral rules governing elections, which, as we noted above, have a substantial
effect on the number of parties in government and whether some form of coalition
government is required because a single party does not control a majority of seats
in government. The second such institution is the rules governing the legislature’s
ability to dissolve the government through a vote of confidence (or no confidence).
As the literature cited above notes, such a vote provides a powerful stimulus for
high levels of party discipline in voting on legislation. It is thought to be a
significant institutional feature in explaining the differences for so long observed
between the relatively low levels of party voting found in the US Congress, for
example, and those found in most parliamentary democracies. Of course, saying so
is different from showing the comparative statistics and estimating relevant equa-
tions flowing from them. The third such institution is whether there is a significant
degree of separation of powers, particularly between the legislative and executive
branches, and a significant degree of federalism in contrast to unitary concentra-
tions (see Tsebelis 1997, 2002). If we divide this set into plurality versus propor-
tional electoral systems, vote of confidence or not, and many veto points versus
few, then there are eight cases. Results are available for some, but not all, of these
cases. And, of course, in time these should serve as the variables from which
continuous deductions are drawn.
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CONCLUSIONS

Rational-choice-based models of political parties (a subset of formal models of
political parties) have developed coherent streams of research about two very
different sorts of questions. One sort is best exemplified by the search for a rigorous
theoretical basis for Duvergerian conclusions. Here the question was well posed in
advance (indeed, perhaps for over a century), but the theoretical basis for the
empirical observations was recognized by all scholars as underdeveloped. The
second sort of question, well exemplified in our discussion of the credibility of
party promises, is one that had eluded serious investigation until the new institu-
tional theorists began serious study of it. The general point, then, in both cases is
that rational choice theorists have tackled complex problems in the study of
political parties, questions where no particularly strong theory existed, but areas
where there were either extensive systematic empirical studies or sufficiently
developed empirical understandings to serve as guiding intuitions for the develop-
ment of rigorous theories. More importantly, the results derived from the accounts
have yielded new and valuable insights for the empirical understandings of political
parties. Thus, the elucidation of the forces underlying Duverger’s Law demon-
strated how the problem was not to generate forces toward forming a two-party
system under plurality rule but how political party leaders faced the rather different
problem of aggregating the within-district tendencies toward two-partyism into a
national two-party system. Similarly, the problem with credibility of party pro-
mises becomes less how to understand polarization of American party politics at
the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first century: once polarized,
it is now easy enough to understand its reinforcing nature. The question is, how
did such a diverse Democratic majority as existed from the early to mid-twentieth
century sustain itself as long as it did?



CHAPTER 3

INTEREST GROUP
THEORY

ANDREW MCFARLAND

IN this chapter, following the book’s emphasis on American politics, I focus on
interest group theory as it applies to American politics and deemphasize topics of
greater relevance to other political systems or to international relations. This em-
phasis is represented in the four-step framework describing interest-group theory
building stated below. After the four-step framework, I consider various developing
themes in interest group theory, especially as it applies to American politics.

THE FOUR-STEP THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The Federalist Papers, particularly contributions by James Madison, set forth a
theory of the constitutional order which has influenced Americans ever since. In
particular the Federalist Papers set forth a type of theory of interest groups later
known as “countervailing power,” or that could be referenced with the term
“balance of interests.” Madison was concerned with the problem that in a republic,
personal liberty allowed citizens to band together to pursue rash passions or special
interests which might be opposed to the general good. Repressing the liberty to
pursue selfish interests is authoritarian, but the constitutional order can be con-
structed to balance the adverse effects of selfishness if one expands the political
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order from the particular local unit to a more general government, encompassing
the local units. Within the more general unit, different interests will offset the ill
effects of a locally dominant interest opposed to the general good. This was not,
however, a modern consideration of special-interest politics, because Madison was
concerned with the problem of “majority tyranny,” that is, the ill effects of a
temporary, rash local majority opposed to the long-run, general good in both the
local and the hypothetical general constituency. After adopting the concept of
judicial review, Madison’s developing constitutional order left it to the US Supreme
Court and the federal judicial system to restrict the effects of majority tyranny. Not
substantially treated by Madison, the problem of minority tyranny, the question of
minority interests triumphing over the general good, was not so clearly dealt with
by the courts. Nevertheless, Madison’s model of countervailing power constitutes
an interest group theory applying to both majority and minority tyranny (J. Berry
and Wilcox 2007).

Madison’s view about ordinary politics involving the pursuit of interests is
reflected in the first step in the evolving framework of interest group theory. This
first step has been termed group theory (not interest group theory) by American
political science. Political science recognizes Arthur F. Bentley as the original
proponent of group theory with the publication of The Process of Government in
1908, although, strictly speaking, Bentley was not widely read until revived by the
chief proponent of group theory, David Truman, in 1951. American graduate
education in the social sciences was heavily influenced by the German graduate
school model and German social theory in the period 1885-1905. German social
theory regarded “the state” as an entity above the behavior of individuals; the state
was seen as sovereign, embodying the law as an idealized cultural statement, and
certainly the state and law were autonomous from influence from everyday politi-
cal factors. Bentley reacted strongly against such Germanic ideals, and stated an
interest group theory that went to the other extreme. He viewed all politics and
government as based on group actions seeking interests, with interest defined as
economic interest. The governmental process, then, was a process of interaction
and power among economic interests, while the state and the law were ultimately
reducible to representations of interest. This was, however, different from Marx, as
such interests were group economic interests, not class interests. In any event,
Bentley’s fundamental political reality was the process of group interaction in
the pursuit of evolving, often conflicting, economic interests (Bentley 1908, 1967;
Truman 1951).

Group theory reached its apogee in 1951-61 after the publication of David
Truman’s The Governmental Process. Like Bentley, Truman stated that the process
of interaction among political groups is the fundamental basis for understanding
American politics. Truman backed off somewhat from Bentley’s extreme emphasis
on economic interests, as Truman preferred to state that political groups are
organizations of social and political attitudes, opinion predispositions that might
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not be economic in nature. Truman did not make definite statements as to whether
the structure of political institutions and the law is solely epiphenomenal to the
group struggle, although The Governmental Process leaves the impression that the
balance of power among groups is usually much more important than legal or
institutional structure factors. Thus, Truman was often taken to mean that the law
and political institutions simply acted as referees, adjudicating the rules of the
process of the group struggle for power, with the balance of power among groups as
the fundamental political factor. Truman based his study on numbers of empirical
studies, particularly in the period 1945—50, describing political reality as a process of
interaction among political groups, as in describing “how a bill becomes a law.”
Accordingly, during the 1950s, Truman’s group theory was taken to be the cutting
edge of realistic political science, and for a while “group theory” was “interest
group theory” and the idea that political groups are the fundamental variable of
politics and government was widely accepted.

However, in the 1960s group theory was displaced on the mantelpiece of theory
by “pluralism,” or more appropriately “Robert A. Dahl’s pluralism” (Dahl 1961).
Group theory was the first stage of American interest group theory; pluralism was
the second stage. Dahl developed pluralist theory in distinction to C. Wright Mills’s
power elite theory (1956), widely circulated throughout academia. Essentially Mills
argued that a national power elite dominated America; this elite consisted of a
generally allied group of perhaps a thousand top national government officials,
executives of the biggest corporations, and leading military officers. Mills described
this power elite as having the money, the power in the federal government, and the
control over force to have the most power in America. Dahl argued that one needed
to do case studies to show that an elite actually controlled decisions. A widely read
study by Floyd Hunter (1953) argued that a power elite ruled the city of Atlanta; in
Who Governs? Dahl showed there was no power elite in New Haven. In this oft-
reprinted book, Dahl put forth a theory of power, focusing on the role of competi-
tive elections in controlling social and political elites. He argued that citizens had
variable motivations to use resources such as money and time to pursue political
power, and that sometimes these resources might be contributed to the organizing
of interest groups. Dahl’s pluralism was not foremost a theory of interest groups;
instead, it was an overall theory of power. But because Dahl’s pluralism was the
dominant theory in the American politics research during the 1960s, it was also the
dominant interest group theory during that time. Dahl’s perspective was that
group theory overstated the role of political groups, and his emphasis on political
parties and elections implied that these factors were more important than interest
groups. Nonetheless, Who Governs? indicates that interest groups have significant
influence in politics, as was the case of teachers in New Haven school policy. Dahl
also showed that in the pluralist process, citizens could readily mobilize into
interest groups which had the potential to wield power over policy. Essentially
Dahl found the American political process to have decentralized political power,
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and a significant amount of this power was wielded by interest groups, representing
the interests of citizens motivated to contribute political resources to the groups
(Dahl 1961, 192—9).

Dahl’s pluralism stresses the role of competitive elections, and he did not state
that public policy is solely determined by the balance of power among interest
groups, a misreading common in the political science literature, especially during
1975-85 (noted by Krasner 1984). This was a semantic error as Bentley and Truman
were sometimes called “pluralists,” meaning they affirmed the influence of groups
as opposed to doctrines and observations of state sovereignty and dominance.
It was Bentley and Truman who came close to saying that public policy was solely
determined by the interaction of groups. Dahl was called a “pluralist” as opposed
to Mills’ power elite theory, but Dahl’s pluralism was a different theory than
Truman’s pluralism. In Who Governs? political parties, politicians, government
agencies, and interest groups are all seen as influencing public policy (Dahl 1961,
153—5, 192—9, 120—30).

A more trenchant criticism of Dahl’s pluralist theory and its attendant interest
group theory is that it does not provide for an unequal capacity to organize interest
groups. This is the third step in the theoretical framework of interest group theory
which I term “multiple-elitism,” the position that multiple special interests tend to
rule American politics. Dahl’s pluralist theory leaves the impression that indivi-
duals are free to contribute their political resources to interest groups, which will
then give contributing individuals some form of satisfactory representation in the
policymaking process. Dahl’s pluralist theory indicates that a plurality of interests
are satisfactorily represented (another reason for the use of “pluralism” in reference
to this theory). However, Dahl’s theory of interest groups was undermined by a
fundamental critique by Mancur Olson, Jr., known as “the logic of collective
action” (M. Olson 1965). Olson noted that public policy frequently produces
“public goods,” benefits such that if one person in an area receives the benefit,
then, by its very nature, all persons in that area receive the benefit. The archetypical
case is clean air.

If an interest group lobby succeeds in influencing policy to obtain a public good,
then it will go to everyone in the area, regardless of whether they contributed to the
lobby (e.g., getting an amendment to air pollution regulations). Then if we model
individuals as economically rational, it does not pay the individual to contribute to
the lobby, because the individual will get the benefit anyway. As a consequence,
only lobbies with a few beneficiaries (such as a few corporations) will organize,
because this is the case in which the individuals or contributing groups get a
positive payoff for contributing. On the other hand, groups with perhaps a
hundred or more potential beneficiaries will not organize, as individuals will not
get a positive payoft if they contribute, since either they will get the public good
anyway, or else the benefit is smaller than the contribution (a consumer supporting
a lobby to eliminate sugar import quotas to reduce the price of sugar). It follows
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that groups representing a few businesses or professional associations will organize,
but diffused groups of millions of consumers, taxpayers, residents of the environ-
ment, and so forth will not organize. Thus, in the world of interest group politics,
according to the logic of collective action, the few defeat the many. And thus, the
plurality of satisfactory representation in Dahl’s pluralism cannot be expected to
exist. Instead, Olson’s interest group theory posits rule by the few, or rule by
“special interests,” each in its own particular area of public policy. This is not
Mills’s elitism, nor Dahl’s pluralism, but rule by multiple elites, each in its own
policy area (M. Olson 1965).

During the 1970s, the dominant interest group theory of American politics was
Theodore Lowi, Jr’s, “interest group liberalism,” a form of multiple-elite theory
congruent with Olson’s collective action theory of groups (Lowi 1969, 1979). Lowi
used the term “liberalism” in its European sense, meaning a political philosophy
stressing the privacy of individuals, individual rights, and free markets and thus
opposed to doctrines of state sovereignty and expansion of governmental power.
Lowi argued that since the 1930s, American jurisprudence and legislation had
become dominated by the interest group liberal theory of a weak state and
vague, flexible legislation, delegating policymaking to administrators, who, not
constrained by specific legislative language in the process of policy implementa-
tion, form coalitions with like-minded interest groups and interested legislators.
According to Lowi, organized special interests are thus able to control specific areas
of policymaking of concern to themselves, and deflect policy implementation to
reflect their own particular goals, rather than those of a much larger public.

Lowi has been extraordinarily influential (Roettger 1978) in stating a concept of
distributive politics, a type of interest group theory. Lowi stated a well-known
threefold typology of public policy: regulatory (business versus labor), redistributive
(upper class versus lower class), and “distributive politics,” in which specific, tangible
benefits are distributed by government, such as construction projects, subsidies, and
grants. Lowi argued that distributive politics is characterized by special-interest rule
in which coalitions of interests, government agencies, and friendly legislators work
together to distribute benefits to particular constituencies, such as specific local areas
or economic producer groups. Interest group behavior in distributive politics is
different from group behavior in the regulatory policy area, in which there is a
greater tendency to have policy battles among broad coalitions of groups, rather than
logrolling among special interests as in distributive politics (Lowi 1964).

Another influential contributor to multiple-elite theory was E. E. Schattschnei-
der, the author of a study of the Smoot—Hawley tariff of 1930, the textbook example
of a policymaking disaster in which legislators submitted to the influence of
hundreds of particular economic interest groups, each seeking its own tariff protec-
tion (Schattschneider 1935). The aggregate import policy, derived from a huge
logroll among interest groups, led to retaliation by foreign countries against US
exports, making the Great Depression even worse. Schattschneider subsequently
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argued (1960) that interest groups are unrepresentative, reflecting the interests of an
upper class, and that strong political parties are needed to represent the general
public to countervail the power of unrepresentative interest groups.

A compendium of the theories of Olson, Lowi, and Schattschneider can be called
“multiple-elite theory,” as their general theory of interest group politics is that
separate coalitions, based on interest groups, separately dominate numerous dif-
ferent areas of public policy. The theories of interest group liberalism, distributive
politics, the logic of collective action, and class dominance in groups contributed to
multiple-elite theory, the third theoretical step after group theory and Dahl’s
pluralism. Other writers had contributed to multiple-elite theory (e.g. Cater
1964; Edelman 1964; McConnell 1966; Selznick 1953; Stigler 1975), which was the
leading interest group theory in the 1970s.

However, in the 1980s and 1990s, a fourth step in interest group theory appeared:
neopluralism. Case studies of public policymaking often did not reveal the pattern of
some special-interest coalition dominating an area of policy, but instead showed a
plurality of interests influencing policy, with none of such interests being dominant
(J. Berry 1985; Bosso 1987; C. Jones 1975; J. Wilson 1980). Observations of such a
plurality of interests differed from the observations of group theory and Dahl’s
pluralism, however, in that the neopluralist scholars did not come close to saying
that the observed plurality fairly represented all of the interests. The new case studies
did indicate a special difficulty in organizing widely diffuse interests, even if public
interest groups and citizens’ groups did have some countervailing power against
business groups and professional associations. The neopluralists admitted the possi-
bility that elitist group coalitions might dominate numbers of public policy areas,
even while a plurality of groups appeared in most such areas. The neopluralists all
observed that the state was not just a dependent variable in a power struggle among
groups, and all neopluralists observed that the state and its component institutions
often acted autonomously, initiating components of public policy on their own,
although such initiatives might be challenged by groups (J. Wilson 1980).

Neopluralist research findings may be defined as accepting Dahl’s pluralism in
finding power and interest groups in American politics to be held by multiple
groups and individuals. But neopluralism is further defined as giving priority
emphasis (unlike Dahl) to the existence of hundreds of policy issue areas, and to
the finding that while many issue areas are characterized by a plurality of groups,
some issue areas are elitist, ruled by a single coalition or perhaps having just a
handful of influential groups. Concomitant to definition, neopluralists stress the
coincident autonomy of many governmental agencies, and also stress that the
plurality of separate issue areas is not equivalent to a system of fair representation.

In addition to case studies of policymaking processes, a number of scholars
studied the various environmental groups, Common Cause, and other citizens’
groups that were organized or surged in membership particularly during 1968—75.
Political scientists concluded that such newly mobilized “public interest groups”
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did indeed exercise significant influence over public policy and wielded a degree of
countervailing power to special-interest coalitions (J. Berry 1999; Bosso 2005;
McFarland 1984; Rothenberg 1992).

Neopluralists had to deal with a major question: why did public interest groups,
citizens’ groups, and other large membership groups exist in spite of the logic of
collective action? They derived at least three theoretical answers. The first of these was
Hugh Heclo’s observations about “issue networks” (Heclo 1978). He observed the
existence of communication networks among public policy elites acting in the same
area of policymaking; such elites include interest group leaders, concerned legislators,
administrators of public agencies, business executives, scholars researching that area
of policy, journalists, social movement activists, and so forth. Such individuals are
concerned on a full-time basis about a type of public policy. Issue area activists have
the resources to form interest coalitions which can exercise countervailing power
against the special-interest coalitions described by Olson and Lowi. Paul Sabatier and
Hank Jenkins-Smith extended the concept of issue network activists with the obser-
vation that much public policy is influenced by the struggle of relatively permanent
(say ten years) “advocacy coalitions” of activists, such as environmentalists versus
developers in many areas of the West (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993).

Neopluralists observe that social movements have spun off interest groups
seeking to represent widely diffused interests, such as representing the environ-
ment, women, and so forth (see below).

Jack Walker, Jr’s, major neopluralist contribution was the observation that
“patrons” often exist to provide money and other resources to organize interest
groups. Walker’s concept of patron applied not only to wealthy individuals, but
also to government agencies, foundations, and previous groups spinning off new
groups. In fact, Walker argued, in the United States a surprising number of major
interest groups spring from original organizational efforts by the federal govern-
ment including the US Chamber of Commerce, the Business Roundtable, the Farm
Bureau, the National Organization of Women, and the National Rifle Association.
The Ford Foundation played a prominent role in organizing environmental lobbies
around 1970 (Walker 1991). The National Retired Teachers’ Association and the
Colonial Penn Life Insurance Company founded the American Association of
Retired Persons (AARP); Common Cause developed from the previous Urban
Coalition and the entrepreneurial efforts of John W. Gardner; the Sierra Club
spun off Friends of the Earth, etc. (Bosso 2005; McFarland 1984; Pratt 1976).
Patrons may provide money to the political entrepreneur who actually organizes
a group; however, political entrepreneurs might be forced to provide most of their
own group organizing resources, in order someday to reap the reward of heading
an influential group (Salisbury 1969; J. Berry 1978).

This, then, is the neopluralist theory of interest groups, the fourth step in the
succession of theories. The logic of collective action, special-interest control over
particular policy areas, and distributive politics are important theoretical factors,
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but countervailing power results from issue networks, advocacy coalitions, social
movements, political patrons, and group entrepreneurs. Usually one observes a
plurality of interest groups in American politics, but this should not be confused as
observing fair representation in the political process. Political parties, the electoral
process, autonomous actions of state agencies and public institutions are areas of
public action each about equal in influence to that of interest groups, in neoplur-
alist theory. The four steps of interest group theory leading to neopluralism are
considered to be mainstream political science, and David Truman, Robert Dahl,
Theodore Lowi, and E. E. Schattschneider all were elected presidents of the
American Political Science Association. (Mancur Olson was an economist.)
Let us consider a few theoretical contributions from other disciplines.

SocioLoGY AND EcoONOMICS

One basis of neopluralist theory is the observation that social movements lead to the
formation of interest groups. Before 1985 (approximately), there was a disciplinary
hiatus between political science and the political sociology of social movements (but
see Jo Freeman 1975). However, Jack Walker (1983, 1991) began to put forth an
argument influenced by the resource mobilization theory of social movements—
the need to focus on the resources for political mobilization derived from patrons,
such as governments, foundations, and the wealthy. After a landmark work by Doug
McAdam (1982, 1999), political sociologists developed a synthesis of social movement
theory focusing on four variables: (1) resource mobilization, (2) the existence of
political opportunities, (3) issue framing, identity, and cultural variables, (4) the
general context of grievances (Tarrow 1994). This “political opportunities” theory of
social movements bolsters the neopluralist theory of a plurality of groups. “Political
opportunities” refers to the observation that movements are partially induced by
conditions in the political system, such as the favorability of the US Supreme Court
and the presidency to the civil rights movement after 1946.

A second contribution of sociology to neopluralism is network theory. The
network analysis eschews the framework of resources and goals, most common
among interest group scholars, and substitutes the graphics of communication
patterns among principal actors. Data are gathered about who communicates with
whom, and such data are displayed graphically, usually in terms of lines among
dots, whose density and arrangement display a social structure. For instance,
among Washington lobbies we normally observe lobbies communicating with
like lobbies, similarly acting in a specialized area of public policy. On the other
hand, almost no lobbies communicate in a general way through a general area of
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policy, such as agriculture or health. The data rich network study The Hollow Core
displayed this pattern, with general area networks shown as a wheel, with similar
groups networked together at the periphery, but with almost no groups located at
the center of the network, communicating in a general way, as spokes around a
hub. At first such data might seem to support multiple-elite theory, as it shows
multiple clusters of interaction among similar groups, but such a cluster may be
checked in political influence by some other cluster on the other side of the
general-area network (Heinz et al. 1993).

A further contribution of network theory is usefulness in indicating the structure
of lobbying coalitions, because we can say intuitively about half of the action in
Washington lobbying is conducted by coalitions of interest groups, not by groups
acting alone. A network analysis of coalitions is indicative of their overall strength
in mobilizing groups into the coalition, as well as indicating their potential for
selecting different paths of action as related to the various strength of internal
clusters within the whole (Heaney 2004a; Shapiro 2004).

The main contribution of economics to neopluralist theory is Olson’s logic of
collective action. Olson’s perspectives on political groups were derived from the
theory of oligopoly, in which a few firms collude to restrict production to raise the
price of their product, thereby increasing profits. (OPEC is the famous example.)
A few firms may succeed in such collaboration, but as the number of firms
increases, there is an increasing incentive to become a “free-rider,” that is, a firm
which increases its production, rather than decreases it, but still benefits from the
price increase. Olson observed that a similar pattern applies to political groups.

A second contribution of economics is simply the language of basic economic
concepts. In general, political science research uses such language in discussing interest
groups: resources, patron, entrepreneur, rational decision making in pursuit of goals,
and so forth. Basic economic terminology is used in preference to physics vector
terminology, in which action is modeled in terms of interacting force vectors, a mode
preferred by Bentley (although his vectors represented economic interests), and by
David Truman, who preferred the social-psychological analog of interacting individual
attitudes. Dahl’s pluralism, on the other hand, was based on individuals expending
political resources in the course of strategies to achieve political goals. His language
came in general use among interest group scholars in the political science field. Interest
groups came to be described in terms of mobilized political resources, and group
survival depicted in terms of the efficient mobilization and use of resources (Dahl
1961). Another type of economic language is decision-making incentives. James Q.
Wilson (1980) based his observations about group behavior in terms of the incentives
of group members, whether they were material or ideological. More elaborate than the
use of basic concepts in language, some interest group scholars state economic
equations of group behavior (see Ainsworth, Chapter 5 in this volume).

The Chicago School of Economics put forth a special-interest theory of groups
analogous to multiple-elite theory in political science. In particular George Stigler,
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and as a secondary effort, Milton Friedman, described the tendencies of those
regulated by government agencies to capture the agencies themselves, and then to
enact special interest policies. To economists, such policies included the promotion
of monopolistic behavior, in particular governmental price setting, subsidies to
existing producers, tariffs and import quotas, and setting forth barriers to entry
and to competition by new producers. The Chicago School described this as done
through the organization of interest groups, which then influence legislative bodies
and administrative agencies. The conclusion of the Chicago School is, of course, to
get government out of markets, thereby decreasing the influence of interest groups
over prices and production (Stigler 1975; M. Friedman 1962).

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENTS

In the rest of this chapter I discuss ways in which interest group theory might be
developed, especially in considering American politics. In considering scholarly
development, I tend to be more theoretical than other chapters, emphasizing
trends in research programs.

If we have arrived at the point of neopluralist theory, what has been accomplished?
Political writers, journalists, and other citizens will continue to state observations of a
single power elite (i.e., the only interests that really count are large corporations),
pluralism, and the general power of special interests, but neopluralism places these in
useful perspective. Political scientists might explore how other models of power in this
family of ideas apply to the United States. In particular, the corporatist model of power
and interest groups (Schmitter 1974; Katzenstein 1985), usually applied to certain
European societies but not to the United States, might be useful in certain limited
areas of American politics. In the corporatist model (contrasted to the atomistic model
of pluralism), policies are negotiated among centralized segments of groups and
government, e.g., a centralized business group, a centralized labor group, and centra-
lized government. Corporatism might be an alternative to neopluralism in some cities,
or particular areas of state government policymaking (McFarland 1984). Similarly
Arend Lijphart’s model of consociationism, applied to certain foreign societies,
might be a better means to describe interest politics in some local governments. In
consociationism, interest groups are organized in centralized segments, but unlike
corporatism, one or more such segments are based on ethnic or religious affiliation
(Lijphart 1969). In US local government, it might be that interest politics is negotiated
among centralized African American, Latino, and predominately white upper-middle-
class segments. This might be true of local schools policy. Another one of this
family of ideas is “statism.” This occurs when relatively autonomous government
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agencies dominate interest groups, as opposed to groups tending to dominate
the state in multiple elitism. Statism, however, has been well covered theoreti-
cally, as it was a priority research topic in the 1980s, especially if one refers to the
wealth of writing on institutionalism (P. Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol
1985). Probably little new about interest groups can be said from this perspective.

Neopluralism, aside from being a theory of interest groups and political power, is
also a theory of the political process, meaning the complex interaction of various
political factors, acting in systems and subsystems over time (McFarland 2004).
In other words, neopluralism pertains to the theory of complex political systems,
and the two theories might interact, in mutual development. A particularly promising
theory of complex political and policymaking systems is termed “the politics of
attention” (B. Jones and Baumgartner 2005), which overlaps with other theoretical
notions of policy change, the political agenda, and issue framing. The theory of
political attention depicts public policy in its particular areas as ordinarily not
changing much, while sometimes the technical and political context of a policy
changes rapidly. In an onrush of political attention, a particular public policy
suddenly changes in adaptation to the changed context, an event known as “policy
punctuation” (E Baumgartner and Jones 1993). It would seem that interest groups
both act to maintain an equilibrium in a policy area (as in multiple-elite theory), but
at times are one of several factors acting to bring about a policy punctuation. How can
this be stated theoretically? Interest groups have an issue-framing function, setting
forth an interpretation of events in some situation and the meaning of such events to
individuals, together with action proposals to deal with problems posed by the issue
frame (F. Baumgartner et al. 2009; Snow et al. 1986; Goffman 1974). For instance, a
public health group might frame the issue of public smoking as having secondary
effects on non-smokers and propose a ban on such public smoking. The interaction of
policy punctuation, political attention, groups, and issue framing in complex systems
is an important theoretical topic. Surprisingly, empirical research has found that issue
framing by interest groups in the Washington lobbying process seldom occurs, even
though we might have the expectation that effective issue framing is at the core of the
lobbying process (F. Baumgartner et al. 2009).

THEORY OF INTEREST GROUPS AND ELECTIONS

Theoretical attention is needed to bring together neopluralism and other contem-
porary interest group concepts together with research about political parties and
elections in the United States. Interest group theory and election theory in political
science have had different histories. Interest group theory started with the work of
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Bentley and Truman, proceeded with contributions from Dahl and Schattschnei-
der, and in the main went in the direction of Olson and Lowi. Bentley and Truman
had little to say about elections; Dahl and Schattschneider give more emphasis to
elections and interest groups; while Olson and Lowi said little about elections.
Neopluralist interest group theorists, such as Heclo and Walker, have little to say
about elections. In the generation of the 1940s and 1950s, the leading scholar of
American politics, V. O. Key, Jr., wrote mostly about parties and elections, but
included a major section about interest groups into his advanced introduction to
political science research, Politics, Parties, and Pressure Groups (Key 1964).

The preceding paragraph can imply that the discipline should emulate Schattsch-
neider in considering both parties and elections, and interest groups as having
somewhat equal treatment in a discussion of American democracy. This needs to
go beyond the listing of factors and partial theories. Students of campaign finance
have produced a great deal of research indicating the effects of interest groups acting
in campaign finance, and even the causation going in the other direction. Stating a
definitive pattern about groups and campaign finance is difficult due to the com-
plexity of the variables (see Chapter 28). We have information about donations,
which groups give, what types of groups give, relations to political incumbents,
relations to congressional committees, different mechanisms of giving (political
action committees, independently organized fundraising committees, etc.), relations
to role call voting in different areas, relations to distributive politics. Elected politi-
cians may induce contributions from groups through the threat of paying no
attention to non-contributors. Campaign contributions from groups appear to
reinforce special-interest politics in some areas of national policymaking, enhancing
multiple-elitism, although the effect is limited by factors producing neopluralism
(e.g., contributions from both business and labor to the same politician).

Political science theory might be advised to follow further in the footsteps of
E. E. Schattschneider, who closely combined political parties, elections, and interest
groups in his work (Schattschneider 1960). However, some scholars might regard
Schattschneider as too negative in his treatment of interest groups in America. He
was not impressed by the democratic potential of interest groups, which he saw as
having “an upper class bias,” as prone to special-interest logrolling, and as blocking
the will of the majority in the US Congress. Schattschneider was famous for his
advocacy of a reordering of American political institutions along the lines of a
“responsible party system,” in which nationally centralized political parties would
give the voters clear-cut choices between alternative platforms, which could be
enacted by the president and Congress in the manner of disciplined parties as seen
from an idealized perspective on the British political system (American Political
Science Association 1950). Such proposals have been debated among political
scientists, but are generally seen as not realistic within the context of an American
political culture stressing individualism and local control (Ranney 1962). The
Schattschneider tradition continues, however, in influential writings about
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political participation by Kay Lehman Schlozman and Sidney Verba and their
associates (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Political participation scholars
gathered data to show more active voting and participation in interest groups by
the better-off citizens in income and education stratification. This leads to a
perspective on the need to mobilize working-class citizens, and those of low or
average income, to greater activity in electoral campaigning and voting to counter
the upper-class bias of interest groups. For a generation many looked to American
labor unions, and the New Deal Democratic Party to so mobilize average-income
citizens, but in the last generation unions have declined in membership and
influence, and are less significant within the Democratic Party.

On the other hand, Schattschneider stressed the power of corporate business
within the realm of interest groups in America as part of the picture of political
inequality and upper-income rule. Political scientists have produced a good number
of useful studies of public interest groups, citizens’ groups, and transnational
advocacy networks—organizations having a reform outlook and often criticizing
business (J. Berry 1999; Walker 1991; Keck and Sikkink 1998). In addition to the
overall goal of explaining interest group politics, to deal with a Schattschneider-type
argument political science needs to conduct more research into business lobbying in
Washington (Schlozman and Tierney 1986; Schlozman et al. 2008; Vogel 1989).

Interest group theory need not be a Pollyanna-ish defender of the group status
quo to argue that we might take a look at pessimistic conclusions about the fairness
of group representation in light of neopluralist findings. The critical heaven of a
responsible two-party system, with a powerful labor-oriented party, competing
with a capitalist party oriented to elimination of wasteful distributive politics, is
subject to the politics of attention. Power must be delegated to administrators,
legislative staff, and to courts who may not always be dedicated to serving the
original intent of responsible-party legislation, even if such intent were always
clear. In policy implementation, of course, interest groups reassert their influence,
and owing to the politics of attention, voters and leaders of centralized parties
cannot pay attention to everything at once. This is one theoretical reason to
support public interest lobbies to continue to represent the interests of the general
public during the implementation process.

However, Theda Skocpol argues that such public interest groups are also not
representative, in that such Washington lobbies are managed by professional,
upper-middle-class elites (Skocpol 2004). The neopluralist position might be that
this is empirically true, but that such elites are still making the policy system more
representative of widely diffused interests. Further, the neopluralist can argue that
the great disparity of interest organization in some policy areas may reflect the
control of higher-income managers, but a disparity of interest representation is at
least fairer than control by a special-interest coalition of a single group and its
administrative and legislative allies. In any case, interest group theory might draw
on data and theory from neopluralism to deal with questions regarding the
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representative role of interest groups in the context of parties, elections, public
administration, and the enforcement of law by the courts.

A similar theoretical development, relying on a greater degree of description and
empirical analysis, might deal with the question of trends of interest group power
within the overall American political system. It is reasonable for the undergraduate
or for the journalist to ask, are interest groups gaining or losing power in American
politics? Perhaps this is too difficult to answer, but a few scholars might try. There
are two conflicting observations of trends. Neopluralist researchers have apparently
shown that many of the policy areas controlled by special-interest coalitions in the
19508 now contain a greater diversity of influential interest groups and thus exhibit
neopluralism (Walker 1991; Heclo 1978). It can be argued that one reason neoplur-
alism now seems to be a more useful theory than multiple-elitism is simply that the
reality of group politics has changed in the last fifty years. On the other hand, some
might argue that the increasing role of campaign finance is playing into the hands
of interest groups as politicians become more reliant on funding from groups.
Interest group theory might take steps to deal with such issues of historical change
within the framework of representative processes.

PoLiTicAL PARTICIPATION

Participation in interest groups is seen to be one of four standard modes of
participation in American politics—the others being voting, electoral campaign-
ing, and direct contacting of government officials (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady
1995). A concept which has attracted enormous attention in recent years, civic
engagement might be viewed as another mode of participation, both social and
political. Civic engagement refers to face-to-face participation in social groups by
which individuals learn social trust, an important foundation for cooperation
needed in a democracy. Discussion of interest group theory and civic engagement
theory is largely parallel to the discussion of the role of groups and political parties
(Putnam 2000). At least one disciplinary leader, Theda Skocpol, describes a decline
in engagement in social groups crossing social classes (such as lodges or the PTA),
while the decline in labor unions enhances the relative influence of public interest
groups managed by professional elites (Skocpol 2004). On the other hand, the
leading engagement theorist Robert Putnam calls for a revival of Theodore Roo-
sevelt era Progressivism to revive civic engagement, even though historians usually
describe Progressivism as activism by middle-class professionals (Putnam 2000;
Wiebe 1967). Interest group theory in America must take some note of the classic
Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville, whose outlook directly preceded
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current civic engagement theory, even if written in the early 1830s (Tocqueville
1969). Tocqueville anteceded work by political sociologists such as William Korn-
hauser, who argued the necessity of a rich organization of groups in civil society to
protect democratic institutions against authoritarian social movements (Kornhauser
1959). This Tocquevillean observation became dated in light of the African American
civil rights movement, but Tocqueville is now particularly relevant as the antecedent
of the civic engagement discussion.

Interest group theory now implies an important role for participation in social
movements, as one of the mobilizers of groups necessary to represent diffuse
interests. There may be little to say that is new about this idea (McAdam 1999;
Walker 1991; Bosso 2005; Costain and McFarland 1998).

American writers about interest groups need to consider the theory of political
consumerism, which has been of interest to at least a score of European researchers
(Micheletti, Fgllesdal, and Stolle 2003). Political consumerism occurs when seg-
ments of the public protest policies of business corporations, but such publics do
not act through standard political institutions, but attempt to act directly against
the corporate business, especially through boycotts, switching shopping to politi-
cally correct businesses, through protest communication on the Internet, and so
forth. Political consumerism can be considered to be one type of “creative political
participation,” when scattered individuals act to pursue general-interest goals
through creating new forms of political participation, believing that established
political institutions do not provide effective means for such action. Other forms of
creative political participation include the formation of transnational advocacy
networks in which citizens of one country attempt to pressure the government of a
country not their own, and types of protest against government corruption when
existing modes of participation are seen as the issue of the protest (Keck and
Sikkink 1998; Micheletti and McFarland 2009).

CoALITIONS, LOBBYING, AND POWER

Recently interest group researchers have generally realized that groups form coali-
tions to influence Congress, as well as at other decision-making sites. Some
coalitions are actually institutions, and could be understood within some type of
institutional theory—for instance, the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights was
founded in 1950, has 190 member interest groups, and has a staff and offices.
Another mode of studying coalitions is network theory, which might be combined
with institutional theory. The general prediction is that dense portions of networks
are correlated with the existence of lobbying coalitions. In turn, network theory can
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be used to predict cooperation and divisiveness within coalitions, and overall
coalitional stability (Shapiro 2004).

A direct way to understand coalitions is in terms of models of rational decision
making, which might include straightforward observations that groups with like
goals form coalitions. Such straightforward observations of goals is useful in
understanding the formation of ad hoc lobbying coalitions, when groups get
together within a relatively limited time to lobby for one particular bill or legisla-
tive approach to an issue (J. Berry and Wilcox 2007; Bosso 1987). Accordingly,
short-term versus long-term lobbying coalitions can be compared on the basis of
whether agreement is over core values (long-term) or just agreement as to the need
to pass some particular bill (ad hoc) (Hula 1999). From a rational choice stand-
point, a group may refuse to join a coalition in order to maintain its autonomy and
organizational distinctiveness, seen to be useful in recruiting and retaining mem-
bers and resources (Hojnacki 1997).

Coalitional activity outside of Washington probably can be largely explained
using similar approaches and models to Washington lobbying. Local advocacy
coalitions are based on shared values, networks, and rational decision making
about similarity of goals and the need to share political resources. Writers on
advocacy coalitions place more emphasis on coalition members who are govern-
ment officials and others who are not interest group leaders than tends to be found
in congressional lobbying studies. Studies of “getting to yes” among opposing local
advocacy coalitions are particularly interesting. Here the main questions are why
opposing coalitions, such as environmentalists and developers, might agree to
negotiate their differences, and how such agreements can be enforced in light of
incentives of some parties not to cooperate. If negotiation among opposing
advocacy coalitions becomes frequent in some area, then elements of European-
style corporatism enter American policymaking (Sabatier 1999; McFarland 1993).

Not surprisingly, interest group scholars have been particularly interested in the
variations in power of those seeking to influence the national Congress. Quite
precise measurement of power is difficult to do, and often does not seem to be a
wise allocation of scarce research resources. Precise measurement entails projecting
an expected vote by congresspersons, likely based on constituency characteristics,
political party affiliation, and past behavior. The scholar might then ascertain
which congresspersons are lobbied by a group, and determine which of these
departed from their expected vote (Rothenberg 1992). Normally this is just too
much to do. However, case studies and contextual analysis usually gives a pretty
good idea of relative power, especially if one is just concerned with three to five
points on a scale. We can give convincing evidence that the National Rifle Associa-
tion or the AARP have “a lot” of power in influencing Congress.

A theory of lobbying power must be joined to a theory of Congress and a theory of
voting behavior. Powerful lobbies generally combine the lobbying skill of Washington
insiders with a network of communications to members in a large number of districts
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and states, who in turn communicate with their congresspersons their support for a
lobby on some measure (Kollman 1998). Intensity of preference of constituents as
reflected in voting behavior (gun owners) leads to lobbying power. Lobbyists nor-
mally first approach members of Congress who agree with them to enhance the
priority the member gives to the lobbyist’s issue (the politics of attention). Usually in
coalition with friendly congresspersons, the lobbyist then approaches the undecided,
while normally not approaching congresspersons known to be “against,” except
sometimes when that member has numerous contributors to the group in his or
her district (F. Baumgartner and Leech 1996; Hojnacki and Kimball 1998). Lobbyists
try to develop positive relationships with members having key roles on legislative
committees or in the party leadership; they also pay more attention to senators having
a pivotal vote (that is, numbers 58, 59, 60 possibly in favor) (Krehbiel 1998).

Such views of lobbying, with neopluralism and the politics of attention as a
background, rely on straightforward rational choice theory. Lobbyists pursue goals
using strategies to use effectively their potential power to persuade legislators.
A major publication having this outlook is being published by researchers coordi-
nated by Frank Baumgartner at Penn State University (F. Baumgartner et al. 2009).
The Penn State group has drawn about a hundred issues at random and intensely
studied the congressional policy process on each issue. This has never been done
before. Findings include: that groups defending the status quo win more often;
a great variation in the number of groups active on an issue (some issues have
hundreds of groups active while other issues have only a few groups active); issue
reframing seems hard to do and is rare. Others are not likely to conduct such a large
study until 2020 or later.

The anthropological study of the role of the lobbyist, conducted either figuratively or
literally by following the lobbyist on his or her duties (Dexter 1969; Kersh 2002), is
neglected in political science, because such studies are thought to be difficult to publish
in journals and are thus avoided by the non-tenured. Anthony Nownes indicates that
the greater number of lobbyists do not work to influence the US Congress but work on
such seemingly humdrum matters as influencing the contracting practices of state-level
and local governments, while many other lobbyists are dedicated to influencing land
use and permitting policies of local government (Nownes 2006; Thomas and Hrebenar
2003). Interest group theorists need to pay more attention to this.

NicHE THEORY AND RESOURCE MOBILIZATION

Niche theory was developed by political scientists Virginia Gray and David Lowery
in their effort to apply ecological theory to communities of interest groups (1996a).
Agricultural policy scholar William Browne independently came up with the term
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“niche theory” in explaining why agricultural interest groups reflected the separate
interests of scores of different agricultural commodities, from mohair to walnuts
(Browne 1990). In ecology the species develop separately while interacting with
other species, with each species tending to locate an ecological niche, in which a
species can maintain itself effectively in its environment in its competition for
sustenance with other species.

The ecological niche is a parallel concept to the economic niche of the firm, each
firm competing with other firms for scarce resources, leading to firm specialization
with firms locating a special production and sales activity in which it is most
efficient and thereby manages to maintain itself. In niche theory, the interest group
is viewed in the context of other similar interest groups and its competition with
them for resources of money and membership for group maintenance. Gray and
Lowery applied this idea to communities of groups attached to state-level govern-
ment; Browne so described agricultural lobbies; Christopher Bosso analyzes the
competition for support among the variety of environmental lobbies (Gray and
Lowery 1996a; Browne 1990; Bosso 2005). The basic observation of niche theory is a
trend to group specialization in adaptation to its environment. Niche theory is
related to coalition theory, in that the evolving specialized groups still maintain
some similarities of interest in the group community (agriculture etc.), and niche
groups are most likely to form lobbying coalitions in support of a community
interest. Niche theory should be developed further with insights from ecology or
from the theory of the firm.

Niche theory pertains to group resource mobilization and group maintenance.
As noted, neopluralists also point to the resource concepts of the patron and the
political entrepreneur which can be combined with niche observations. On the
other hand, neopluralists refer to sociological concepts such as network theory,
issue networks, and aspects of social movement theory to account for the mobili-
zation of resources in groups, especially when we do not expect such mobilization
in light of Olson’s logic of collective action.

INTERNAL DEMOCRACY

The theory of internal democracy in groups dates back a century to Italian
sociologist Robert Michels, whose famous “iron law of oligarchy” stated that
internal group democracy is nearly impossible. Michels argued that an initial
elite within a group would pyramid its political resources within the group in a
positive feedback process, while the non-elites” capacity to challenge the initial elite
would get progressively weaker (Michels 1959). Dahl made a similar point about
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power in New Haven, but pluralist Dahl saw that the elite would be controlled in
the process of competitive elections (Dahl 1961, 102). Sociologists had observed that
competitive elections are rare within unions and other civil society groups. A study
of a printers’ union having competitive elections showed that these were based on
autonomous groups within the union, as printers spent an unusual amount of time
networking with themselves, as opposed to immersion in outside society (Lipset,
Trow, and Coleman 1956). This conclusion was extended to unions of miners and
longshoremen (Lipset 1963). One might call the printers’ union study an early
version of civic engagement theory, as in face-to-face interactions the printers built
up social capital in the form of interpersonal trust that facilitated a more demo-
cratic process in electing union leadership.

A theory of internal democracy thus has two poles. One is that such democracy
is reliant upon face-to-face interaction with others within the group: the sociologi-
cal civic engagement view. A second is that group leaders anticipate that followers
will quit the organization, and take their resources out of the organization, if group
leaders violate the preferences of the followers. Followers thus through anticipated
reactions exercise a type of control through “the exit option,” in the terminology of
economist Albert Hirschman (1970). The difference in perspective is indicated in
civic engagement writer Theda Skocpol’s criticism of public interest groups as
often not having local chapters for face-to-face interaction and as controlled by
Washington-based elite professionals (Skocpol 2004).

The elite versus follower terminology omits an important segment in the
middle—activists within an interest group. Within many mass membership
groups, only 5 percent or less do anything more than contribute a check. But
within that 5 percent, at any one time a few hundred or a few thousand members
will be active within group affairs, meeting in a face-to-face manner with other
group members, and contributing time and money resources to group activities, so
that the central leadership becomes concerned about the activists’ responses to
group policies (Rothenberg 1992). There is more internal democracy from the
standpoint of group activists than from that of the average contributor or member.

CONCLUSION

American political scientists have developed interest group theory in four steps:
group theory, Dahl’s pluralism, multiple-elite theory, and neopluralism. The
fourth step, neopluralism, basically indicates a variation in patterns of interest
group action among scores of issue areas of politics, as well as among the numerous
state-level and local jurisdictions. The basic theoretical statement is one of complex
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political action. This is a useful finding, but political scientists want to develop
interest group theory to make more specific statements about how such complexity
operates and its meaning to citizens and political actors.

Perhaps a first priority to advance interest group theory is to view groups within
the processes of policymaking; such a priority might be to cross-fertilize policy
theory with interest group theory. In this case groups would be viewed as acting
within a process or flow of public policy events. Especially thought-provoking is
the new theory of the politics of attention (B. Jones and Baumgartner 2005).
Within the processes of the politics of attention, interest groups can be seen as
framing issues, having a causal role in policy punctuations, and a role in changing
policy venues in changing patterns of political attention among branches of
government and among levels of government. How do groups bring issues to the
attention of politicians acting in electoral processes? Research into the politics of
attention and the role of groups might be a first priority, but of course there are
several other promising areas to develop interest group theory.

Political scientists should of course keep remembering that attention must be
paid to the role of interest groups in the theory and practice of democracy in
America.



CHAPTER 4

METHODOLOGICAL
ISSUES IN THE
STUDY OF
POLITICAL PARTIES*

HANS NOEL

THE empirical study of political science is difficult. We have concepts that can defy
easy measurement, subjects whose strategic behavior can confound explanation,
and actions that take place in privacy, hidden from the public and the researcher
alike. While these issues vex all social scientists, they are especially challenging for
the study of political parties.

Political parties are difficult to study for at least two reasons. First, parties are
informal and sometime extralegal organizations. The US Constitution makes no
mention of them, and their regulation is minimal in many countries. Instead of
following formal, transparent, and agreed-upon rules, they make decisions based
on “customary processes”! that are often subject to interpretation and debate.

* Twould like to thank Gregory Koger, Seth Masket, Chloé Miller, and especially Jonathan Ladd for
helpful comments.

1 The term is British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s, who said that his successor should
“emerge” from “the customary processes of consultation” that Macmillan claimed prevailed
(Bogdanor 1995, 96).
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Where the rules and players are not clear, it is hard to collect data or even observe
some of the most important activity.

Moreover, in the United States, the rules that do exist were often written by anti-
party Progressive reformers who aimed to hinder parties rather than help them.
Campaign finance laws and rulings prohibit some groups that are working for the
same end as a party from coordinating with that party. If they do coordinate, then
they must do so informally or secretly. In such an environment, parties have reason
to become even more informal and unobserved. The political party has even been
called a “conspiracy” of the organized against the unorganized (Schattschneider
1942, 43—4). Even when the “conspiracy” is conducted in plain sight, its members
can be reluctant to admit they are cooperating.

A second feature of parties that makes them hard to study is that they permeate
so many different domains of politics. V. O. Key (1952) usefully divided these into
the party in government, the party in the electorate, and the party as organization.
These three elements can be studied separately, depending on the research ques-
tion. But their interaction is also important in understanding parties. Even work
that focuses on one element often needs insight into others. So while it can be
helpful to organize the subfield with these categories, parties scholars can some-
times feel like blind men discovering an elephant, understanding one part of
parties without fully grasping any other part. Comprehensive understanding re-
quires an integration of methods well adapted to each domain. The parties scholar
may need to understand both public opinion and legislative rules; both legal
strategy and organizational behavior; both media markets and voter mobilization.
There is probably no aspect of politics where parties or partisanship is not relevant.

Of course, neither of these problems is unique to the study of parties. Thus, a
great deal of good parties work employs the same methods as other work in
political science. The early work on the role of parties in the legislature engaged
directly with existing work on the organization of Congress, and so used many of
the same methods, from quantitative analysis of committee memberships to
detailed case histories of legislation. The study of party organizations is deeply
connected to the study of nominations and elections. Much of the seminal work in
public opinion focuses on the construct of party identification.

Because so many different methods can and should be used to study parties, I will
focus in this chapter on methods that creatively tackle the problems mentioned above,
and especially on those that are on the frontier of research and that pose important
challenges in the future. I will also focus on quantitative methods, with some excep-
tions. Almost all work on parties makes use of qualitative methods in some way. This
use is probably inevitable, if parties are as hard to pin down as I argue. We can not get
reliable measures of the bargains struck inside a smoke-filled room, but we can
interview those who were there and compare their accounts. Excellent qualitative
work has addressed the history of the parties, the politics surrounding key transfor-
mations, and the source of current party rules. The advantages of quantitative work,
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its rigor, its breadth, its replicability, can be harder to bring to bear on parties
questions. I focus on those issues here.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the first three sections, I work through the
most important methodological issues concerning the study of parties in V. O.
Key’s three main domains—in the government, as an organization, and in elec-
tions. In the fourth section, I examine the question of party cleavages and realign-
ment, highlighting how this question bridges the three domains.

PARTY IN GOVERNMENT: INFERENCE FROM
VOTING PATTERNS

Parties are at the center of many of the debates in the Congress literature. Some
scholars find parties to be central in the organization and operations of Congress,
while others say that party affiliation is nothing more than a rough proxy for
preferences (Krehbiel 1993), and perhaps, under the “pivotal politics” model,
legislation passes when it satisfies those legislators whose votes would be pivotal
in reaching a majority or required supermajority (Krehbiel 1998). For those who
think parties matter, there are differing theories about why they matter. They might
operate like a “cartel,” controlling the agenda by controlling procedures (Cox and
McCubbins 1993, 2005). Or the members of a party might, when their preferences
are similar enough, delegate more power to their leaders to ensure that those
preferences are satisfied (Rohde 1991; Aldrich and Rohde 2000a). In this “condi-
tional party government” model, parties are strong when the condition of homo-
geneous preferences is satisfied.

All of these theories have been thoroughly tested empirically. In fact, the study of
Congress is among the better success stories of the Empirical Implications of
Theoretical Models movement in political science. The EITM approach links
theoretical models of politics with rigorous empirical analysis based on those
models. Theories of Congress, building on a general spatial model of voting
(D. Black 1958), make predictions that could be tested if we had empirical data on
that policy space. Thus, a common strategy is to estimate features of the policy space
from the voting records of legislators, with techniques like the widely used NOMINATE
scores (Poole and Rosenthal 1997) and other scaling estimates of legislators (e.g.,
Clinton, Jackman, and Rivers 2004; Heckman and Snyder 1997). These methods
produce empirical estimates of the legislators’ ideal points in a policy space, as well
as some information about the alternatives being voted on. The congressional
theories that build on the spatial model make different predictions about those
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quantities. The theories also make predictions about other measures of congressio-
nal behavior, but I focus here first on NomINATE and other scaling methods.

Early work typically used interest group ratings, which are based on a smaller set
of votes, often in only one issue area. Early theories made predictions about the
ideological makeup of committees. If we know the preferences and party of each
member, for example, we can tell whether committee members are outliers, as
predicted by distributive theory (e.g., Weingast 1979; Weingast and Marshall 1988),
representative of the chamber, as predicted by informational theory (e.g., Krehbiel
1991, 1993), or loyal to the majority party, as predicted by party cartel theory (e.g.,
Cox and McCubbins 1993).

Interest group ratings were based on a set of votes identified by the group as
revealing. The set of votes could be small, and each vote is typically treated as
equally important. Since the interest group that chose the votes is itself a political
actor, the choice of votes might be strategic, or simply imperfect. Scaling techni-
ques like NoMINATE instead make use of every contested vote. The ith legislator’s
vote on the jth bill, y;;, is a function of the latent scale, or ideal point, of the
legislator x;, and of vote-specific parameters ;. It is akin to estimating a logit or
probit model predicting each vote, where both the xs and the s are unknown. The
procedure can recover estimates because, for each 0, there are many xs, and for each
x, there are many 0s. This procedure frees the researcher from imposing any
interpretation on the votes and lets the data speak instead.

This improved measurement has been applied to the next generation of theoretical
questions, which have revolved around the pivotal politics, party cartel, and condi-
tional party government models. Each of these models, when expressed in the context
of a unidimensional model of Congress, makes competing claims about the locations
of the bills and the cutting lines, and who wins and who loses. However, NOMINATE
methods can identify the cutting line between the alternatives being voted on, but not
the locations of the alternatives themselves. Thus, researchers have had to get clever
with their tests.

For instance, the cartel model predicts that the majority party will never make
proposals that move policy away from a point that the majority of the majority
prefers to the position favored by the median voter. Similarly, the pivotal politics
model predicts that policy cannot be changed if it already lies in the middle of the
policy space. These regions of policy stability—“gridlock intervals”—can be iden-
tified empirically from the ideal points of the legislators. But since the NOMINATE
model does not produce estimates of the status quos, we cannot directly observe
whether status quos in this interval are challenged. Instead, scholars have looked at
the cutting lines of votes, assuming that proposals are the equilibrium proposal
given a certain status quo (Krehbiel, Meirowitz, and Woon 2005; Chiou and
Rothenberg 2003). This strategy requires careful thought not only about measure-
ment, but also about the subtler features of the models themselves, and the
predictions they generate.
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Relatedly, Lawrence, Maltzman, and Smith (2006) point out that dropping
“party” and “ideology” into a model with votes on legislation as the outcome
will not necessarily help to distinguish the effects of the two concepts. Party leaders
might want to encourage some members to vote against their party if the members’
vote is not pivotal and voting against the party will help re-elect a member of the
caucus. Of course, if our measure of ideology is a NOMINATE score, then that right-
hand-side variable was computed from the vote, which is now the dependent
variable. Lawrence, Maltzman, and Smith instead look at which members are on
the winning sides of votes, on the grounds that different theories predict that
members with different ideal points should “get their way.” They find evidence that
parties do control the agenda.

Since the “condition” in conditional party government is a feature of prefer-
ences, ideal point estimates can also help get leverage on this as well. Conditional
party government theorists have developed a set of related measures to capture
variability of the condition in a one- (Aldrich, Berger, and Rohde 2002) and two-
dimensional (Aldrich, Rohde, and Tofias 2008) spatial policy space. Moving to a
two-dimensional space is important, they argue, because the theory does not rely
on a single policy dimension. Making the “conditions” more concrete requires
measures of (1) interparty heterogeneity, or how far apart are central tendencies of
the two parties, (2) intraparty homogeneity, or how similar are members of the
same party, (3) party separation, or how little overlap is there between the two
parties, and (4) party label fitness, or how well a member’s ideology corresponds to
their party. These four concepts can all be measured with NOMINATE scores, in one or
two dimensions, but, as Aldrich, Rohde, and Tofias (2008) argue, more dimensions
capture the variation more accurately.

All of these approaches, however, take ideal points at face value as measures of
ideology. This assumption would follow if parties did not manipulate the agenda or
influence members. Otherwise NOMINATE scores will not be clean estimates of
ideology. Snyder and Groseclose (2000) consider the possibility that party might
have an effect on the estimates themselves. They estimate ideal points using only
lopsided votes, on the assumption that party leaders will not pressure members
when the movement of a few votes will not be decisive. Then they use those
estimates to predict, along with party, the votes on the closer votes. They find
that party has an added influence. McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2001) argue that
this method is inadequate,? and they propose several alternatives, including exam-
ining party switchers, whom they find do change their ideal points. They do not
find evidence of systematic pressure across the caucus, however.

2 Specifically, they argue that omitting close votes will misestimate the preferences of moderates,
because no cutting lines would be found to distinguish them with perfect spatial voting. Snyder and
Groseclose (2001) contend that, with stochastic voting, this is not empirically the case.
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The key lesson from this exchange is that it is very difficult to get leverage on the
difference between parties and preferences (or any other influences) from a mea-
sure that is based on votes. The Snyder and Groseclose and McCarty et al. strategies
are clever, because they attempt to find places where the influence of party might
vary: in the first case, because party leaders will vary the pressure they impose, and
in the second, because members who switch parties trade the influence of one party
for the influence of the other. Neither strategy takes scaling estimates as unambig-
uous measures of preference.

Too often, scholars do just that. The problem can perhaps best be seen with an
example from American history. In the middle part of the twentieth century, when
southern Democrats often split from the Democratic Party to vote with conservative
Republicans, legislators are said to be in a two-dimensional space, where one dimen-
sion is economic ideology, and the second is a race or regional dimension of conflict.

Suppose instead, however, that voting decisions are always a function of ideological
positions and partisanship. Sometimes, preferences and party coincide, in which case
they cannot be distinguished. But when they do diverge, legislators make a trade-off.
Suppose this trade-off were systematic, so that legislators were more likely to diverge
from their party on civil rights and foreign policy issues, and more likely to agree with
their party on economic issues. This interpretation is rarely front and center in the
literature, but it is in fact the one offered by Poole and Rosenthal (e.g., 1991, 233; 1997,
45—6).

Under this interpretation, the ideological space only appears to be defined by
two issue dimensions. A different underlying mechanism has generated the data.
Today, when party and ideology both push in the same direction, the problem is
perhaps more difficult. Our mistaken estimation is a kind of omitted variables bias,
in which the effect of the (two-dimensional) ideal point on the vote is over-
estimated, since the effect of party has been constrained to be o. Recall that scaling
simultaneously estimates the ideal point, x;, and the effect of that ideal point 0}, on
the vote y;;. So, the specification cannot be corrected by adding party to the model,
because we are inferring the ideal points from the dependent variable (the vote).
We could put party into the model, and we would get a different estimate of the
ideal points. But we would not get leverage on which variable mattered, because
without knowing independently what x is, we get no leverage from the places where
ideal points and party diverge.

Further, in the case where party and ideology are highly related, as today, it is
even more difficult to disentangle them. The bottom line is that NOMINATE scores, or
any other scaling measures, are not measures of ideology. They are summaries of
voting behavior that might be highly related to ideology. But they might also be
determined by other factors. Indeed, those factors might not even be unrelated.
A member’s ideology probably has a great deal to do with which party she will
choose. And parties might influence a member’s preferences, especially on those
issues on which she is less committed or less informed (Sinclair 2002a).
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This conclusion does not mean that ideal point estimates cannot be used as a
measure of preferences. There is variation in voting records not captured by the
member’s party, and that variation is plausibly seen as some kind of preference,
whether induced by the member’s district or by their conscience. They do tend to
fit well with estimates of ideology from outside the legislative context. Indeed, such
cross-validation (e.g., Snyder and Groseclose 2001) is useful. But the application
matters. For the understanding of parties, these issues of the complex sources of
voting records are important, and ought to be kept in mind.

PARTY AS ORGANIZATION: SOCIAL
NETWORKS ANALYSIS

If the study of the party in government is among the most theoretically and
empirically sophisticated work in political science, the study of party organization
may be the opposite. So much of the behavior of legislators is on the record and in
front of the camera. Party activists, on the other hand, work in an ill-defined
domain, often deliberately out of the public eye.

For that reason, the great works in party organization and party campaigning are
often qualitative. Theodore H. White (1961, 1965, 1969, 1973, 1982) pioneered an
approach to understanding presidential nominations that has set the standard for
much of the best work on the subject since (Crouse 1973; Witcover 1977; Cramer
1992). Much of this work has involved nominations and elections, which are
exciting. But much of it also lets the political party fade into the shadow of the
candidate. If the party really is subservient to the candidate (Wattenberg 1991;
Aldrich 1995), this reflects a realistic allocation of attention in the study of elections.
But it does mean the party is less understood. And that, in turn, may mean we do
not really understand the party’s role in elections.

One approach that has seen increasing attention recently is Social Networks
Analysis. Social Networks Analysis (e.g., Wasserman and Faust 1994) examines the
patterns in the connections among a set of actors or other nodes. The idea is that
something important can be observed by understanding not only the individual
actor, but also its place in a network of other actors, as well as the architecture of
that network.

Technically, Social Networks Analysis deals with actors or other entities in the
network, called “nodes,” and the links between them, called “edges.”? Some nodes

3 The techniques for this sort of analysis have developed in other disciplines, notably mathematics,
specifically graph theory, and sociology. Terminology varies across disciplines and applications.
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are connected to many other nodes, and some are connected to few. Some clusters
of nodes are heavily connected, others are sparse. Edges can be directed or not and
vary in intensity and type. The network can have one or more kinds of nodes. The
framework is flexible enough to be able to examine everything from marriage or
sexual relationships to trade or war.

Parties are a promising application. It is widely understood that the formal
offices and hierarchies of the political parties do not reflect importance or any sort
of chain of command. V. O. Key notes that “the party organization constitutes no
disciplined army,” and that the national party only loosely unites the real centers of
power, the largely independent local and state parties (Key 1952, 329). These local
parties are no more disciplined, he argues:

The discussion of the confederative nature of national party organization has proceeded as
if tightly organized party machines would be found in the states and cities. In fact, behind
the facade of the formal party organization the widest variety characterizes the actual
organization of the political activists in the states and cities. ... Moreover, the extent to
which the formal party organization—the formal mechanism prescribed by rule or stat-
ute—is the real organization differs from place to place. In some states it coincides with the
working party organization; in other localities, manned by hacks, it is moribund, and
groups of political workers completely outside the formal organization stir up candidates
and advance their cause. (334—5)

Key was describing parties in the 1940s and 1950s. Today, formal party organiza-
tions are even less likely to serve as the locus of local politics. David Mayhew (1986)
surveyed formal party organizations across the American states circa 1960 and
found traditional machines dead or dying. This could be (and has been) inter-
preted as the death of political parties, but it need not be. Party activity may simply
be more informal and thus harder to observe.

If we believe the actual party is more complicated than the official leadership, the
network model is a natural place for leverage. If political parties are endogenous
institutions that form in response to various problems, in and out of the legislature,
and during and between elections, then a good way to get a handle on those
institutions is to look at the individual actors who decide to make connections and
coordinate with one another. The formal and informal institutions they create,
follow, and renegotiate make up the party; those institutions cannot be understood
without understanding their relationships. This approach has been applied by a
number of scholars recently.

Conceptually, the social networks model is straightforward. The parties consist
of their candidates for office, from the top of the ticket to the bottom, and of the
formal party leadership, chairs of key house campaign committees, local party
officials, and so forth. But they also consist of important consultants, notables, and
influential figures. Bill Clinton and James Carville continue to have a major
influence on the Democratic Party, even though they are no longer the center of
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its efforts. So in the terms of Social Networks Analysis, every political actor is a
node, and the connections between them trace out the shape of the party. Bill
Clinton has strong ties to Hillary Clinton, and many ties to many important figures
from the period he was president. He has weaker ties to the next generation of
political activists, especially those who opposed Hillary Clinton’s nomination bid.
This network of ties sheds light on a host of conflicts at the 2008 Democratic
Convention and in the state primaries leading up to it. That is, assuming the
conventional wisdom about who is allied with whom is correct.

Empirically, applying the model is not that straightforward. What counts as a
link? Working for or with someone surely does. But does serving on the same board
of directors? Appearing at the same rally? Is it things that are unobserved? Unob-
servable? Who counts as in the network? Candidates and officeholders surely do.
But do campaign consultants? Pollsters? Interest groups? How do we get at the
importance of players whose power is informal?

These issues can limit Social Networks Analysis, but they may also be best
addressed by the framework. The importance of informal players would emerge
if we could see their connections. The application of Social Networks Analysis in
political science is in its infancy, but there are a number of scholars applying the
method to political parties. Many stop short of formal Social Networks Analysis,
while others identify a subset of actors whose ties can be formally analyzed.

Schwartz (1990), for instance, argues that the Republican Party in Illinois is best
understood as an informal network, and Monroe (2001) and Masket (2009) explore
informal party organizations in California, but none use formal social networks
tools. Likewise, Cohen et al. (2008), Dominguez (2005), and Dominguez and
Bernstein (2003) address the influence of informal party endorsements in nomina-
tions, and Skinner (2005) examines the campaign roles of 527 committees, but
again, this work all stops short of using the network as more than a metaphor.

Bernstein (1999) and Doherty (2006a) use formal Social Networks Analysis to
examine the links among campaign consultants. Consultants almost never cross the
aisle, but they do move from office to office. They are more loyal to the party than to
their candidate. Candidate- or campaign-centered scholarship tends to miss the
degree to which forces that last beyond the campaign influence consultants.

Koger, Masket, and Noel (2009, forthcoming) use the trade in fundraising
mailing lists to trace party networks. They donated small sums to a variety of
formal party organizations, candidates, interest groups, and political publications,
each with a unique donor name. Those diverse organizations form two well-
connected networks, with little overlap. Moreover, ties within the network are
made without much regard to internal factions.

Heaney and Rojas (2007) examine the network of activists in antiwar rallies.
While these activists are the furthest from the formal party of any group described
here, they argue that they are best understood as the “party in the street,” where
social movements and party organization interact.
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All of this work is highly suggestive of a party organization that includes formal
and informal members. However, a number of important issues with the applica-
tion of networks analysis to political parties remain unaddressed.

First, the network cannot detect the motivation of the actors. They could be
working in concert informally. Or they could be individually motivated in com-
mon ways, so that actors who are similar appear to be cooperating. Much depends
on how much each node in the network knows about the goals of parts of the
network far from it. If each node acts myopically, that is a different organization
than if each node is trying to build a coalition. It is possible that common
preferences—for types of candidates or types of donors, for instance—drive
much of the results.

Second, we cannot always tell how much information or influence travels through
the connections we observe. If two actors have a “tie,” does that mean that they
influence each other equally? Ties can be directed, but the way in which the tie was
measured (they solicited the same potential donor) may not reflect directly everything
that is important about that tie (who initiated their relationship, and could one party
have declined?).

Finally, we cannot be sure of the relationship between network features and
individual characteristics. Do certain places in the network make actors important,
or do important actors demand certain places in the network? Does an actor who is
positioned to coordinate with others actually do so?

These sorts of problems, of course, arise in any observational data. The patterns
can be observed, and theories make sense of those patterns. Some theories will
predict one outcome; others, another; and the data can adjudicate. The difficulty so
far has been to sharpen those theories. Social Networks Analysis has been around
for some time in sociology, but its application in political science, especially for
understanding political parties, is much newer. The social networks theory of
parties is nowhere near the level of rigor or predictive precision that the spatial
voting theories of Congress have achieved.

PARTY IN THE ELECTORATE: WHY AND How?

The study of parties in the electorate has perhaps the longest pedigree of any area of
parties research. Early work on voter behavior (Angus Campbell et al. 1960)
identified the voter’s party identification as a key variable, and work has explored
this construct extensively. The literature since then has ranged widely, but two
closely related questions involve the origins of party identification and its effects.
Most would agree that party identification influences the vote, but scholars debate



METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 67

whether party has a mediating effect on the reception of new information, which in
turn affects the formation of party identification.

On the first question, the literature debates whether party identification is a stable
identification, or whether voters adjust their attachment in response to changes in
party platforms, etc. The evidence is mixed. Some scholars (e.g., Angus Campbell
et al. 1960; D. Green and Palmquist 1994; D. Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002;
Petrocik 2006) argue that partisan attachment is like a group identity. People
see their identity defined through their membership in various groups—Catholics,
Jews, feminists, Red Sox fans, Trekkies...and Democrats or Republicans. This
identity is not set in concrete, but it will be very stable. Other scholars (e.g., Fiorina
1981; Achen 1992; Abramowitz and Saunders 1998) argue that voters make a more
rational assessment of the two parties, and so may change parties as they learn from
their experience with successive administrations, or as they observe changes in party
platforms.

Distinguishing these approaches is difficult. It is hard to measure abstract
identity, and it is hard to know what voters have observed. And at the heart of
the debate is an endogeneity problem. Identity might shape party identification,
and it might also shape, directly or indirectly (through a partisan screen), policy
preferences or evaluations of the candidates. Or, demographic and regional differ-
ences might shape issue positions, which in turn shape party preferences. This sort
of endogeneity is then similar to the problem of disentangling the effects of
preferences from the effects of party in the legislature. We are again without
many of the best tools. We cannot conduct experiments in which we manipulate
the variables we most think are important—a voter’s policy preferences or social
identity—because those constructs are not easily changed in the lab.

One approach is to use panel data, in which the same subjects are interviewed
repeatedly. In that case, we can observe on which measures they change and on
which they remain the same. But most datasets span only a handful of years. Work
leveraging short panels tends to show a great deal of party stability, and less stability
in other variables (D. Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; W. Miller 2000). But
major changes in party identification, even those driven by other events, might take
a long time to develop, as the changes voters respond to slowly accumulate.

Another approach has been to use structural equation models and instrumental
variables (John E. Jackson 1975; Markus and Converse 1979; Page and Jones 1979;
Fiorina 1981). In this work, scholars attempt to disentangle the part of a variable,
say party identification, that causes the vote from the part that is merely caused by
something else that causes the vote. The researcher develops a system of equations
that captures all of the relationships, and then estimates each relationship, simul-
taneously accounting for the others. However, this approach can be very sensitive
to what is considered exogenous. As Page and Jones put it (1979, 1071): “in the
absence of accepted theory many specifications are open to controversy.” But in
this case, it is exactly this sort of absence we are attempting to get leverage on. For
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this reason, scholars have largely abandoned structural equations, although the
problems they were meant to address persist.

Another approach, akin to the EITM work on Congress, is to develop a model
tied closely to a theoretical approach. For example, Achen (1992) builds on
Fiorina’s (1977; see also Calvert 1980) conception of party identification as a
running tally and models the voter’s party preference as a Bayesian updating.
Voters wish to derive a prospective evaluation about which party is better for
them. They are not sure which party is, but they have an estimate, with some
uncertainty. Voters might begin with the beliefs they learn from their parents,
and then update as they observe the performance of the current parties. Over
time, a more stable preference will evolve. Achen’s model is an improvement
over previous linear regression models, which did not attempt to model the
real functional from linking their variables to the outcome. The model incorpo-
rates the meaning usually captured by demographic variables, which are a proxy
for the voter’s experience with the parties, through their previous party
identification.

Achen’s model is an improvement, but it can also be improved upon. For
instance, the model assumes a stable party system, which is inaccurate. Secular
realignment might be modeled with an autoregressive term to the noise around the
voter’s estimate of the party that is best for them (A. Gerber and Green 1998). The
best explanation of the underlying process may not yet be available, but the key is
to develop models that fit the theories, rather than simply testing routine, linear
regressions.

The fact that the parties do change so much leads some (e.g., D. Green,
Palmquist, and Schickler 2002) to conclude that party identification must be a
more fundamental identity than a rational prospective evaluation. Since the parties
do change, and we observe stability, the learning model must be incorrect. Alter-
natively, it may be that there is biased learning, which leads to the second debate
mentioned above: the way in which partisanship mediates other behaviors.

The public opinion literature has long held (c.f., Zaller 1992) that partisan
predispositions filter information. Zaller’s model was primarily concerned with
effects at different levels of information: people without much exposure are
unlikely to learn anything, while people with a lot of exposure will hear new
messages but are more likely to resist new material that conflicts with earlier
messages. This dynamic is partisan, because, especially for the highly informed,
people are more likely to accept messages from friendly sources and reject those
from disagreeable sources. Zaller’s model, like Achen’s, moves away from a simple
linear regression, and instead builds on a basic theoretical microfoundation of
information flows.

Just how much this sort of partisan screen leads to different perceptions is
debated. As new information is received, partisanship matters, but there are
uniform effects as well. For example, as information about scandal affecting a
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Democrat is disseminated, Democrats will remain more supportive of that Demo-
crat than Republicans will, but both groups will trend, almost in parallel, toward less
support. Some (A. Gerber and Green 1999) would interpret this parallel trending as
a lack of a partisan screen, as both groups are affected by new information. Others
might say this defines a partisan screen, as the Democrats remain more supportive
than the Republicans, even though they are receiving the same information. The
Bayesian model would predict convergence (Bartels 2002). Bartels also finds parti-
san divergence on a great number of factual questions, such as whether the economy
has or has not improved, which is consistent with perceptual bias.

In the end, this debate about a perceptual screen, like the debate about prospec-
tive evaluations versus group identity, rests to a great degree on definitions,
interpretation, and attempts to address endogeneity. And so, it rests a great deal
on theoretical leverage. We shouldn’t forget that almost all of these analyses are
ultimately averaging across large samples. It’s not impossible that, for some, party
identification is a group identity, while others do not “identify” with a party so
much as have evaluations of them. Some respondents might have a perfect
perceptual screen, while others are perfectly responsive to new events. If that
heterogeneity does not map to any measure we have, the aggregate indicators
will be hard to interpret.

Public opinion is the area of political science that showed the most promise and
the most initial progress, a half-century ago. Today, progress continues in a number
of areas, where manipulation is possible. The study of political communication and
campaigns, for instance, can leverage laboratory experiments as well as large
natural variation in campaign treatments. Party identification, however, cannot
be manipulated. Scholars can prime or not prime partisanship, but they cannot
directly manipulate it.

PARTY CLEAVAGES: VOTES, VOTERS, AND TEXT

It is surprisingly complicated to get a very good handle, empirically, on what the
parties stand for. If parties matter in politics, surely part of what matters is that
policy would be different if a different party controlled policy. And in the early
twenty-first century, we are fairly certain that the parties differ on a great many
things. If we think of the parties as coalitions of different interests (e.g., T. Schwartz
1989; Aldrich 1995; M. Cohen et al. 2008; Karol 2009), then it is important to know
who is in those coalitions.
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The issue is not that there are no good methods, but that there is a surfeit
of methods, and a surfeit of places to look, each with potential weaknesses. So
scholars have become increasingly sophisticated about using them.

One straightforward method for identifying the differences between the parties
is to look at congressional voting records. The same scaling methods that generate
ideal points also generate bill parameters, which can define which votes—which
issues—divide the parties. Those issues with cutting lines between the parties are
party issues (Poole and Rosenthal 1997; Noel 2007). The nice thing about this party
measure is that it can reveal behavior that may be at odds with electoral coalitions
or political rhetoric.

However, using voting cleavages can ignore important strategic variation. For
one thing, parties might vote against something that they prefer, in the hopes that
something better may be possible. The 2003 prescription drug benefit vote is a
prime example (Lee 2005). The Democratic Party is more in favor of increasing
government benefits in health care than is the Republican Party, but the Repub-
licans voted for the bill, and the Democrats against it, for several reasons. The
Democrats saw the prospect of what they viewed as a better bill dim if this was
passed, and the Republicans got to take credit for a bill that may have moved policy
away from their collective preferences, but only slightly. In this case, the cutting line
would accurately note that the parties are split on this issue (and in many analyses,
that would be sufficient), but the direction of the cutting line might be in the
wrong direction.

Parties can also obscure differences by controlling the agenda. Under Cox and
McCubbins’s (2005) party cartel model, the majority party prevents votes that
would divide its coalition. If there are many such potential votes on an issue, but
only the ones that have been negotiated or otherwise adjusted to be appealing to
the whole party are observed, we would get a misleading picture of the party’s
position on that issue. Issues that split moderates from conservatives will not
appear, or will only appear when the differences have been worked out. Wedge
issues that split two wings of the party—say, social conservatives and economic
conservatives—will also not be observed.

For most applications, these nuances may not be important. The aggregate
voting records of the parties will accurately show which broad issue areas divide
the parties. And the fact that the agenda hides some disagreement is itself relevant,
and it is important that scaling capture it. However, applications that want to
explore the specifics of an issue may need some outside leverage on the party
differences.

Party platforms or manifestos are a natural place to go for such leverage. After
all, the platform is the party’s own statement of its position. They are publicly
available and are designed to speak directly to the question of what the party stands
for. However, platforms can be even more strategic than votes, amounting to little
more than cheap talk. They are not binding on any elected official, and candidates
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routinely distance themselves from them. They are, in Ostrogorski’s (1982, 138)
word, a “farce.” Or, as politicos put it, platforms are built “to run on, not to stand
on.” In that light, researchers should be cautious when reading platforms.

But read with caution, platforms can be as useful to study as any other political
behavior. Gerald Pomper (1967a) conducted content analysis of twelve major-party
platforms from 1944 to 1964, looking for evidence that the platforms were written
to serve the needs of voters and of party leaders. He argues that the platforms are
light on rhetoric and heavy on specifics, allowing voters to make the kind of
judgments about the parties that a Downsian (1957) rational voter model would
require.

Platforms can be studied qualitatively, as in Pomper’s example, and quantita-
tively. Qualitative analysis can be easily integrated into other analyses (qualitative
or quantitative) of the crafting, context, or reception of the platform. Carmines
and Stimson (1989), for instance, augment their quantitative discussion of the
timing of the issue evolution on race with reference to the changes in the party
platforms during the presidential elections that frame the key changes in public
opinion.

Quantitative analysis of platforms allows for systematic comparison across
different periods, places, and parties. One simple quantitative approach is just to
count words or sentences. For instance, John Gerring (1998) studied the shifting
ideologies of the parties by collecting party platforms, as well as acceptance
speeches and other publications produced by the major political parties. He then
counted the number of sentences in those sources that were devoted to specific
subjects or arguments. He finds that the parties do differ, systematically, on the
fundamental principles of the day. The platform measures trace how those differ-
ences have changed through American history.

Quantitative measures allow for comparison across space as well as time.
Feinstein and Schickler (2008) examine state party platforms on civil rights issues.
They code each platform on a variety of civil rights measures and then compare
Democratic and Republican platforms from the same state. They find that the
Democratic Party began taking pro-civil rights positions, relative to the Repub-
licans, across many non-southern states long before the realignment at the national
level. This observation casts doubt on accounts of that realignment (e.g., Carmines
and Stimson 1989) that focused on national elites.

This sort of analysis of party platforms has been conducted on a larger scale in a
comparative setting. Laver and Hunt (1992) used surveys of experts, where the
researcher essentially outsources the content analysis to policy experts, who know
not only what is contained in the party manifesto, but also speeches, voting
patterns, media coverage, and anything else in the context. They then use those
surveys to identify the policy space for further analysis.

Building on this approach, the Comparative Manifestos Project (Budge et al.
2001; Budge, Robertson, and Hearl 1987) has used human coding to create summary



72 HANS NOEL

measures of manifestos from fifty-four countries. Coders count the number of
quasi-sentences that fall into one of fifty-six different issues. The result is something
similar to what Feinstein and Schickler do, but for a comprehensive set of issues. The
Comparative Manifestos dataset is thus well suited to that kind of analysis: which
parties care more about one issue versus another, or which issues are primary or
secondary to party differences?

The dataset has also been used to create a left-right ideological summary
measure. This is less straightforward. Laver and Budge (1992), for instance, catego-
rize some of the fifty-six issues as “left” and others as “right,” and then compare the
frequency of each category in a party’s manifesto. If we are comfortable assigning
issues to the left-right dimension, this provides a reasonable approximation.
However, one nice feature of most scaling methods is that the ideological character
of the issues emerges from the estimation. If the right starts talking about a new
issue, or ceases talking about a once central issue, that does not necessarily mean
they are no longer on the right.

This concern suggests a need for a different method. Systematic analysis with
experts or other human coders is potentially powerful. However, it has two draw-
backs. First, it is hard to apply to larger datasets. Reading a very large number of
platforms can be time-consuming. Further, conducting identical expert surveys
across many countries can be logistically complicated. Both methods are also open
to human biases and cognitive limitations. Confirmation bias toward the researcher’s
theory or perhaps erroneous conventional wisdom can contaminate the data. For this
reason, scholars have recently sought to develop a number of methods to process large
quantities of language in a potentially unbiased way. Two useful programs have
applied this approach to comparative manifestos: Wordscores (Laver, Benoit, and
Garry 2003) and Wordfish (Slapin and Proksch 2008; Proksch and Slapin forthcom-
ing). Both approaches can be implemented in standard statistical packages.

Wordscores begins with a few sample texts that anchor ideological positions in a
policy space. The program, available for implementation in Stata, compares the
frequency of words in a manifesto with their frequency in the anchoring text. The
procedure then places those manifestos on a continuum between the anchoring texts.

Wordfish echoes the NOMINATE procedure, in that it estimates a latent space from the
specifics contained in the manifestos. Instead of estimating the effect of the latent
space on a vote, Wordfish estimates its effect on the choice of words used in the
manifesto. That latent space might be interpreted in the same way as the ideological
space that NOMINATE seeks to recover. Wordfish is available for implementation in R.

The principal difference between the approaches is how the researcher defines
the ideological dimension.* In Wordscores, this is done through the anchoring
texts. That choice can be both advantageous and limiting. On the one hand,

4 There are other, more technical differences, of course. But the substantive consequences derive
from this difference.
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Wordscores assume that the researcher knows what differentiates the left from the
right, or, at the very least, who is on the right and the left, and what of their works
represent their ideological position. If the goal is to understand that space, we
should not constrain our estimation of it with sample texts that might not be
perfect. This is especially true if the space might change over time.

On the other hand, if simply applied to the entire text, Wordfish will estimate a
space without regard for the substantive meaning of its dimensions. Just as
NOMINATE is an amalgam of everything that goes into a vote, so too is Wordfish
an amalgam of everything that goes into a manifesto. The left-right dimension can
be confounded with other motivations, and it can lie in some diagonal through the
higher-dimensional space. Proksch and Slapin refine this technique by choosing a
subset of the manifesto that refers to a chosen research area. That makes the
dimension more interpretable, but it is based on the issue area rather than on a
general left-right ideology.5 Wordscores may also be confounded with other
differences between the anchor texts, but the result can be interpreted in light of
texts with known qualities.

There is no reason to limit the quantitative analysis of text to party manifestos.
Monroe, Colaresi, and Quinn (forthcoming) have developed a model identifying
the lexical differences between Democrats and Republicans using the Congressio-
nal record.

As noted, these quantitative methods for text have some similarities to the
scaling methods discussed in the previous section. These similarities mean
that they can have the same class of shortcomings—that factors other than what
the researcher hopes to measure can play a role in determining text or votes.
However, those “other” factors may not be the same across different applications.
Thus, comparing party platforms and voting records can help to identify both
the common ideological environment and the differences from one domain to
another.

For all their potential limitations, these approaches do get some traction on what
separates the parties. They look at the parts of the party that are probably most
important for understanding the party coalition: the party in government, or
possibly (in the case of platforms) the party organization. Some scholars have
also looked at voting coalitions. This approach makes some sense. When we refer to
the New Deal coalition, for instance, we refer to the southern whites and northern
liberals who voted for Roosevelt.

The voting coalition is meaningful, but it is not the same as the governing
coalition, or the coalition of interests that shape the party. A useful illustration
demonstrates the problem. In recent US elections, African Americans have over-
whelmingly identified with and voted for the Democratic Party. (In the 2004

5 A similar approach can be taken for NOMINATE and other ideal point estimation techniques,
limiting the votes to those on, for example, civil liberties issues (Bailey 2005).
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National Election Study, 81 percent of African Americans identified with or leaned
toward the Democrats.) Meanwhile, while union members are still vastly more
Democratic than Republican, they are more divided (only 58 percent of respon-
dents from union households identified with or leaned toward the Democrats in
the 2004 NES). Does this mean that pro-labor positions are less associated with the
Democratic Party than pro-black positions are? Probably not. It is hard to imagine
a Democratic Party without labor as a key component.

This discussion raises three concerns. First, looking at the identities of voters
ignores any potential internal conflict within the voters. Working-class voters who
vote for Republicans (and there are few) do not do so because they see the Republican
Party as the party of the working class. They do so because something else—perhaps a
socially conservative religion—is more important to them. The second problem is
that different demographic characteristics do a better or worse job of identifying a
voter’s interest. Race is immutable and highly visible. An African American almost
certainly has a high stake in African American policies. Union membership is fluid.
There are union members who are not really working-class, and working-class voters
who are not in unions. Indeed, income not only “still” predicts party votes, it does so
better than it used to (e.g., Bartels 2006; Gelman et al. 2008). But identifying that
pattern requires sophisticated thoughts on defining “the working class.” So that
construct is harder to measure than race, and as a result, it appears less related.

Finally, and most importantly, scholarly attention should be directed at the
relationship between the voting coalition and the ultimate policy coalition. The
latter is defined more by the elites who are active in the party than by who votes for
it. Nevertheless, it is not uncommon for commentators to slip from describing
voting patterns to describing what the “coalition” of elite activists must be like.

Indeed, this problem is prevalent in the realignment literature, which focuses on
the voting coalitions. Political scientists have a great faith in the importance of the
voter, and it tends to shape our choice of subject. Thus, while the extensive
representation literature makes clear that the link between voters and officials is
sketchy, we still focus a great deal on who votes for which party when we think
about lasting transitions in politics. The New Deal coalition dates from 1932, even
though voting patterns in Congress (Poole and Rosenthal 1997, 106) and party
platforms (Gerring 1998, 187—231) began reflecting the economic divide that char-
acterizes the New Deal coalition much sooner.

It may be that there are so many definitions of a “realignment,” and thus little
empirical traction on them (Mayhew 2002), precisely because we focus so much on
the differences among the voters. The “realignment” of the parties (or their
“evolution”) from about 1950 to the present was tricky to detect among voters,
although with the long view it now seems evident. What should be less tricky is to
note how the policy activists on race changed sides, and the activists on other social
issues became more involved in party politics. These changes were, in ways,
facilitated by the electorate. But the electorate did not drive them. Indeed, if
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party identification is sticky, as we saw above, it would be surprising if it did.
Politicians forget voters at their peril, but remembering voters is not the same as
being a slave to them. It may be blasphemy to say in a democracy, but politics can
be (and maybe even sometimes should be) driven by considerations that go beyond
the ballot box.

The literature on polarization highlights this point. It is hard to argue that
legislators today are not more “polarized” than they were a half-century ago.
Political rhetoric also seems polarized. The literature is less clear about voters.
Party identification seems to matter more today, but the great mass of voters do not
seem to be as polarized as elites. These possibly contradictory patterns make more
sense when we look at the interplay between voters and candidates. Voters might
not be very polarized, but if they must choose between polarized elites, they may
appear to be (Fiorina 2006). And then, if elites influence voters, their polarization
might eventually be transferred (John Coleman 1996), and voters will be more
polarized (Abramowitz and Saunders 2005). Understanding polarization requires
studying multiple levels of the party.

DiscussioN

These four areas of parties research—the party in government, party organization,
party identification, and party cleavages—nicely illustrate several important pro-
blems in the study of parties.

First, as with most social science research, creativity is required in observing
empirical implications in parties. Because party behavior is often hidden, we need
to think carefully about what the observable implications will be. The implication
of this conclusion is that theory needs to play a very important role in methodo-
logical decisions. In the study of party in Congress, a widely accepted spatial model
of voting has been leveraged to produce a variety of sometimes quite precise
testable implications. In the study of party organization, a social networks model
has the potential to produce such implications, but more theoretical work is
needed. In the study of party identification, models that explicitly draw on
theoretical microfoundations give better leverage than linear, additive models.
In the study of party cleavages, theory helps to distinguish party divisions between
legislators from divisions between platforms and between voters. Which division is
needed depends on the question being asked.

Second, the study of parties covers a great deal of ground, and so parties scholars
must be familiar with a variety of methods. Those who focus on only one
domain—in the government or in elections, for example—must still be aware of
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the literature from other domains. Those who ask questions that bridge domains
must master diverse methods.

Putting these two points together, we need theory to help us identify how
methods suited to one question will interact with those suited to another question.
If parties are, as I have argued, both particularly murky and crossing many
domains, studying them requires a great deal of creativity.



CHAPTER §

METHODOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVES ON
INTEREST GROUPS~

SCOTT AINSWORTH

A nisTory of lobbying and interest groups provides a nearly complete history of
American political development, touching upon each branch of government.
Further removed from the halls of government, interest groups have long been
active in social movements as well as electoral politics and the affairs of political
parties. In a similar fashion, one could argue that the study of interest groups has
been a centerpiece of the discipline of political science throughout the 1900s and
early 2000s. The study of interest groups remains exciting for scholars today for at
least two reasons. First, there are a wealth of topics and opportunities for careful
analysis. Interest group scholars may be behavioralists, focusing on virtually any
part of elections, or they may be institutionalists, focusing on virtually any aspect
of Congress, the courts, or the bureaucracy. Interest group scholars may study
grassroots mobilization efforts or the implementation of public policies. The
domain of interest group scholarship encompasses nearly the entire political
science discipline. Virtually any course in American politics, whether it is focused
on campaigns and elections, judicial procedures, the Congress or the presidency,

* Thanks are due to Jeff Berry, Tony Bertelli, Jamie Carson, Bob Grafstein, and Susan Nees for their
comments and discussions, which strengthened this work. The usual caveats apply.
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public policy, or political parties, devotes some time to discussing the roles that
interest groups play.

Aside from its tremendous scope, there is a second major reason to be excited
about the interest group subfield: scholars freely employ a wide range of methodo-
logical approaches, which dovetails nicely with the diversity of topics for explora-
tion. In this chapter, I refer to a wide range of works to help illustrate key
methodological concerns that are of particular relevance to interest group scholar-
ship. My hope is to focus on a small number of important advances that have the
potential to affect the course of interest group scholarship in the future. Of course,
predicting future promise is a risky endeavor. Some academic trends are short-lived,
appearing and disappearing as quickly as weakly talented pop stars. To be certain, the
prominence of interest group scholarship waned after the heydays established by the
scholarship of Truman (1951), Olson (1965), Dahl (1956, 1961), Polsby (1963) and
others. Some scholars might look to the inner weaknesses within a subfield to explain
its lost prominence. However, the strengths and weaknesses of a subfield are also
affected by the gains, opportunities, and overall excitement in other fields. Talented
scholars move into and out of various subfields as opportunities and circumstances
change. For instance, the Cuban missile crisis and the early successes of the Soviet
space program likely prompted a shift in interests away from American politics and
toward comparative politics and international relations. Within American politics,
the prominence of the American National Election Studies program no doubt
bolstered the careers of countless scholars who eagerly awaited every new release of
data. In the midst of a behavioral revolution, one should not be surprised when
scholars move toward subfields with readily available data. The interest group
subfield may have fallen from its pinnacle due to its inabilities to understand
power, to handle normative or empirical concerns in a convincing fashion, or to
develop a clear sense of appropriate research agendas, but some scholars moved from
the subfield due to the exciting developments elsewhere.!

What methodological approaches warrant attention from interest group scho-
lars working today? How do new methodological approaches connect to the
substantive concerns of interest group scholars? Each of the main sections of this
chapter starts with a highly condensed discussion of some classical approaches to
interest group studies and then introduces some newer work with important
methodological advances. The next section discusses pluralism and sociological
models. Issues addressed relate to networks, social capital, partitioning games,
social decisions, and event history analysis. The second main section discusses
descriptive work. The barriers to entry for scholars developing descriptive work are
fairly low, making descriptive work attractive to pursue. That said, the benefits
from descriptive work are sometimes limited by conceptual or methodological

1 For a recent critique of the interest group subfield, see Baumgartner and Leech (1998).
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shortcomings. In this section, I discuss how adopting some of the same reasoning that
underpins maximum likelihood econometric methods can strengthen descriptive
work. I also suggest that scholars need to be more sensitive to the strategic under-
pinnings of group behaviors. Methodological issues related to unobserved actions
and counterfactuals are also addressed in this section. The last main section of the
chapter discusses the role of information for interest groups and interest group
scholarship. Hansen (1991) argues that the very emergence of interest groups stemmed
from their comparative advantages over parties in providing information to legisla-
tors. Many recent lobbying models focus on information transmission. In the future,
scholars will need to develop more comprehensive information-screening models
because government officials are awash in information, and interest groups and
lobbyists must compete with numerous sources for information.

Studies of interest groups are seldom far from the forefront of American political
science. With the careful employment of new methodologies, interest group
scholarship can enhance its relevance to the other subfields of political science
and offer new insight into society, politics, and public policy.

PLURALISM AND SOCIOLOGICAL MODELS

Early Works

Liberal scholars of the nineteenth century often focused their work on the indivi-
dual. A prominent concern of the liberal tradition of the late 1800s was the
structuring of government to preserve individual rights and individual sovereignty.
Whereas the classical liberal tradition was centered around individuals and placed
considerable faith in the abilities of individuals to make reasoned choices, “One of
the central thrusts of . . . pluralism [and early group theories] had been to redefine
democracy along group lines precisely to avoid the rationalist assumptions” of
individual behavior (Garson 1978, 125). Early group theories evolved from the
conservative tradition of the nineteenth century, which was more organic and
more sensitive to the community as a whole (or at least large segments of the
whole). Individuals existed first and foremost within classes or groups however
defined. Arthur Bentley, remembered as the initial intellectual driving force behind
group theories, argued the case particularly strongly. “The individual stated for
himself, and invested with an extra social unity of his own, is a fiction” (1908, 215).
Any truly individual concern or activity is “of trifling importance in interpreting
society” (215). Garson (1978, 125) and others connected the disregard of the
individual with a distrust of the individual. Pluralists deemed individuals “restless
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and immoderate” (Garson 1978, 125), but groups could be a moderating influence.
These early group scholars adopted a sociological approach that emphasized
individuals’ quest for meaning and purpose through group attachments.

For David Truman, the most prominent pluralist of the 1950s, groups naturally
emerged through a network of interactions between individuals. Individual choice
was secondary to an individual’s social context. Truman sought to establish
fundamental social and political underpinnings that would explain the omnipres-
ence of political interest groups. He suggested that the group precedes the interest.
Groups are a product of our social tendencies. To disavow groups is to disavow
what makes us social beings. “Man is characteristically human only in association
with other men” (Truman 1951, 15). For Truman, all of the defining features of
human existence are group-related. Regular social interactions at home provide the
basis of the family unit or group. Ultimately, even for the family unit, the biological
ties are less important than the daily social interactions. Regular association with
individuals provides the basis for the natural establishment of groups in society.

Networks and Partitions

Truman recognized that individuals often establish myriad group affiliations, some
more direct and some more tangential. Numerous scholars have struggled with the
possibilities and implications of overlapping and crosscutting cleavages tied to our
memberships (e.g., D. Rae and Taylor 1970). Today, these issues are most directly
reflected in work on networks or social capital. Networks and social capital have been
linked to the aggregation and dissemination of information, the promotion of
cooperative efforts, and the trust and efficiency inherent in some transactions.
Numerous sociologists have focused on the role that individuals’ memberships in
various groups play in the construction of social networks. Bain (1997), Frank and
Yasumoto (1998), and Granovetter (1973, 1974) argue that social networks are com-
prised of a series of “strong ties,” with people we know directly, and “weak ties,” with
those we know primarily through others. As Granovetter notes, “weak ties. . . are. ..
indispensable to individuals’ opportunities and to their integration into commu-
nities” (1973, 1378). “[TThose to whom we are weakly tied are more likely to move in
circles different from our own, and will thus have access to information different from
that which we [ordinarily] receive” (Granovetter 1973, 1371). Weak ties connect
individuals to new sources of information and allow for the diffusion of ideas to a
larger number of people than would occur if information were diffused among
immediate associates (Lin 2001).

More recently, networks have been linked with information gathering and
sharing, collective action, and group stability. Using network analysis, Carpenter,
Esterling, and Lazer (2004) reevaluated a longstanding question in the interest
group subfield. With whom do lobbyists interact? Many works addressing this issue
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focused on the preferences of lobbyists and legislators (e.g., Bauer, Pool, and Dexter
1963; Austen-Smith and Wright 1994; Groseclose and Snyder 1996). Carpenter et al.
find that network effects remain important even after considering preferences.
In addition, Carpenter et al. find that the communications between two lobbyists
are most likely to be brokered by a third, commonly known party. Network analy-
sis was also used by Heinz et al. in The Hollow Core(1993) to assess the array of
interactions among Washington brokers. Their data, drawn from hundreds of inter-
views of Washington brokers, are truly monumental. However, as the title of their
book hints, in the policy areas they investigated, there were no wholly dominant
brokers and there were no brokers through whom all other actors tended to interact.
The cores of the policy networks were hollow—more akin to a doughnut than a spoke
and wheel.

Networks are often studied as static structures, but some of the newest work
highlights the growth or development of networks, allowing for dynamic changes.
The expansion of a network is often tied to the viability of collective efforts. As
networks become more and more inclusive, the self-enforcement mechanisms that
facilitate cooperation among network members become strained (e.g., Annen 2003;
Kandori 1992) and networks may collapse upon themselves. Consider that large
organizations, whether they are professional organizations, interest groups, or
political parties, sometimes have a hard time maintaining their numbers. Often
when a large organization (say the American Medical Association) shrinks, other
smaller professional organizations (say the American Society of Nephrology or the
American College of Cardiology) expand. In other words, networks spin off from
one another. Chwe (2000) develops a formal model in which cliques may exist
within networks. Chwe’s focus is on the coordination of collective efforts within a
network. Information flows readily within the separate cliques, and as information
flows from one clique to another, individuals develop a clearer sense of the viability
of a collective effort.

Partitioning games provide another means to analyze the opportunities for new
group or clique emergence. Milchtaich and Winter (2002) develop a game in which
individuals seek to join a group of like-minded individuals. In the spirit of Truman,
shared attitudes are the sole basis of joining. Milchtaich and Winter show that if
individuals are characterized by a single, one-dimensional attribute, then a stable
partition always exists. That is, all individuals join a group and are content to
remain in that group. However, if individuals are more than one-dimensional, then
the presence of a stable group partition depends on whether there is some upper
bound on the number of groups that can be formed. Whenever an upper bound on
the number of groups exists, no stable partition exists. Group memberships keep
shifting. This formal theoretic result leads one to consider various empirical
implications. Can there be a limit on the number of groups in a society? In a
number of works evaluating state-level lobbying, Gray and Lowery (1996a) argue
that there is a limit to the number of groups likely to develop in a state. Some states
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have a greater “carrying capacity” for groups than others. If Gray and Lowery are
correct, then the Milchtaich and Winter result is particularly intriguing. As virtu-
ally every interest group text reminds us, Truman argued that groups emerged from
disturbances in society; but the work of Milchtaich and Winter suggests that under
some circumstances disequilibrium is the norm. The observation of a disturbance
may be coincidental to the underlying, ever-present disequilibrium. If one looks
hard enough, there are always disturbances and there are always changes within the
group environment.2

Private Acts and Public Consequences

Joining groups is a private act with public consequences. Increasingly, scholars look
at the array of memberships and groups within whole communities as a means to
measure what is sometimes termed “social capital.” Putnam (2000, 197) suggests
that social capital builds from the “features of social life—networks, norms, trust—
that facilitate cooperation and coordination.” Although the notion of social capital
is sometimes beleaguered with ambiguity (Sobel 2002), social capital does merit
careful attention if it affects the behavior within or effectiveness of social, political,
or economic transactions. If trust is an element of social capital, then interactions
within a circle of trust are less costly because transaction costs are reduced. One
need not evaluate every aspect of each new interaction. Engaging in costly searches
for information related to reputations or expertise is unnecessary because a
network of trust is already in place. Proponents of social capital argue that various
formal and informal relationships can mitigate potential conflicts and create
opportunities for broad-ranging communications.

Though the work was wildly popular, not everyone was satisfied with the social
science procedures adopted in Putnam’s Bowling Alone. Sobel argues that cause and
effect were conflated and social capital was at times simply equated with good
outcomes (Sobel 2000, 140). There are important instances when the notions of
social capital fail to increase our understanding. Let us focus, as Putnam does, on
memberships. Suppose our memberships are largely reinforcing. As individual A
joins more and more groups, her attitudes and ideologies are reinforced, and as
individual B joins a different set of more and more groups, her attitudes and
ideologies are reinforced. A and B seldom join the same group, so their differences
cumulate with every new membership. Given that circumstance, multiple member-
ships might simply harden views and create inflexibility. Gridlock, inaction, and

2 Miller (1983) develops another view of disequilibrium in an interest group society. The
continual bargaining in an interest group society and the ever-changing coalitions might provide an
element of systemic stability that a stable division with set winners and losers would not provide
(Miller 1983). For other work on the stability of group memberships, see Johnson (1990, 1996).



METHODOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON INTEREST GROUPS 83

bitterness may prevail. An “us versus them” attitude is easiest to imagine when
there are strong social ties among the “us” individuals and strong social ties among
the “them” individuals. Less social capital in those “us” and “them” cliques might
promote a greater social harmony. Now, suppose our memberships are largely
crosscutting, so that our differences do not cumulate with each new group mem-
bership. That is, individuals A and B join some of the same groups. For either A or
B, the array of group memberships might include some strange bedfellows. Con-
forming to one group’s expectations may limit an individual’s ability or willingness
to participate actively with other groups. Cognitive dissonance may reign. These
sorts of multiple memberships may cause individuals to feel so cross-pressured that
they avoid active participation (e.g., Mutz 2002).

Social capital remains too ambiguous to help us to address the effects of crosscut-
ting and reinforcing cleavages in group memberships. That said, many works on
social capital did reemphasize the fact that group memberships have social implica-
tions. The Nobel Laureate George Akerlof (1997) was one of the first social scientists
to explore the social implications of individuals’ decisions. For Akerlof, private
decisions have no social consequences. As Akerlof notes, we can buy an apple or
an orange for our lunch and there are few if any social consequences. In contrast,
social decisions are those decisions with clear social consequences. “While my
network of friends and relatives are not affected in the least by my choice between
apples and oranges, they will be affected by my educational aspirations, my attitudes
and practices toward racial discrimination” or any of a myriad other social decisions
(Akerlof 1997, 1006). Therefore, an individual’s choice (say about education) may be
affected by the social consequences of that choice. Attention to the social conse-
quences of a choice may help or hurt an individual. In one set of examples, Akerlof
considers high school students. Students may underinvest in their education because
they are rewarded with an expanded circle of friends. The individual, private returns
to education are not independently maximized when strong social rewards for
underachievement exist. Akerlof’s goal was to assess individuals’ behaviors when
they are rewarded for their status in society and when they are rewarded for their
ability to conform to the rest of society. These models define the bounds of
important social interactions because status seekers attempt to be as different as
possible from everyone else and conformers try to mimic everyone else. Akerlof’s
models provide representations of social distance and show that people overinvest in
status and may either over- or underinvest in conformity.

Surely, joining a group has social consequences. If a member’s sense of belonging
is accompanied with a public display or recognition, then joining has a social
consequence. Indeed, some group members proudly display their affiliations. Their
expressive benefits from joining appear quite tangible. Our group memberships
have both private and public consequences, but scholars have not fully explored
this area. When are our group memberships private decisions and when are they
social decisions? Surely, there are important distinctions between (privately)
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identifying with an interest and (publicly) mobilizing with a group (e.g., Gartner
and Segura 1997).3 At times, we model joining as a simple, private exchange (Olson
1965; Salisbury 1969). At times, we develop models in which joining publicly signals
group viability to others and facilitates coordination with others (Ainsworth and
Sened 1993; Lohmann 1994), but these signals are of no social consequence for those
“outside of the group.”

Critics of Pluralism

The normative tinge in Putnam’s work has been seen before in interest group
scholarship. In the 1960s, some group scholars were so enamored of pluralism that
they considered pluralism as an antidote for all sorts of societal ills. These scholars
moved from describing politics from a pluralist perspective to prescribing pluralist
solutions for societal ills.* For prescriptive pluralists, enhanced participation,
especially from traditionally underrepresented groups, improved the governing
process. Such pluralists were quick to recall Madison’s admonitions in the tenth
Federalist paper about controlling the “tyranny of the majority.” Pluralism, it was
argued, ensured the dispersion of power among organized groups. The inclusion of
more and more interests was deemed beneficial because it provided a brake on
majority tyranny as well as other forms of concentrated power. To many pluralists,
greater inclusion was considered a part of the natural process of political develop-
ment. Greater inclusiveness broadened the negotiation process, which in and of
itself was beneficial because the voicing of interests and concerns enhanced the
deliberative process (e.g., Mansbridge 1992).

For another set of scholars, the promise of pluralism was of little concern. Key issues
and fundamental questions were never directly addressed. The deliberations and
bargains inherent to pluralism were really quite limited (see, for example, Bachrach
and Baratz 1962, 1963; Gaventa 1982; Schattschneider 1960; Walker 1966). In Who
Governs (1961), Robert Dahl examined various local, community organizations. Some
critics wondered whether Dahl’s conclusions about a local parent teacher association
(PTA) offered meaningful insights into other issues or other, larger, more powerful
organizations? Could a study of the local PTA offer insights into the governmental
process? Most critics of pluralism were not opposed to studying groups, per se, but

3 A related issue arises in other areas. In the PAC literature, scholars often use Heckman procedures
to distinguish between a choice to contribute and the level of a contribution. The standard thinking is
that the binary decision to contribute (yes or no) is different than the decision that affects the level of a
contribution. The connections to identification and mobilization are straightforward. The binary
decision to identify or not must precede the decision affecting one’s extent of mobilization. Selection
bias may occur if the mobilization process is evaluated without first considering the identification
process.

4 The distinctions between descriptive and prescriptive pluralism are made by Berry (1997).
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they did dispute the purported benefits of prescriptive pluralism. These critics argued
that all interests were seldom included in the deliberative process, and often delibera-
tions addressed only minor issues. Was American politics too elitist, too socialist
oriented, or too enamored with the free market? These fundamental concerns about
the nature of American politics and society did not arise within the pluralist para-
digm. For many students of interest groups, these critiques were all related to “non-
decisionmaking” (Bachrach and Baratz 1963).

Bachrach and Baratz (1963) suggested that the manipulation of community
norms and values and the structuring of governing procedures effectively limited
the scope of decision making. For many social scientists, the notion of non-
decision making was initially quite powerful, but this work has fallen out of
favor within the political science community. In the political science literature,
few references (whether central or token) are made today to Bachrach and Baratz’s
work. The lack of favor stemmed from conceptual weaknesses and measurement
and methodological problems. Bachrach and Baratz failed to specify how one
might distinguish minor issues from fundamental issues. To suggest that PTAs
and educational policies are minor is to belittle the issues of equal opportunity and
equal access, integration, choice, immigration and assimilation, and a host of other
defining issues. Bachrach and Baratz’s work was also stymied by the discipline’s
inability to model the absence of actions or decisions.

Today, there are a wide array of models that evaluate the timing of decisions and
non-decisions. The empirical analyses designed to handle such situations are often
called event history models.> Though I cannot in this space detail the econometrics
underpinning event history analysis, I can lay out the general framework.6 Consider a
congressional committee. Numerous legislative proposals are referred to the commit-
tee, and most of those will die from inattention. Which proposals are addressed and
which are left to die? When are proposals addressed—early or late in a session or just
before a recess? To conduct an event history analysis, one first must consider the
relevant time frame for decisions. One could divide the two-year congress into year-
long congressional sessions, months, weeks, or days. Suppose we divide a congress
into twenty-four month-long periods. Within each of those periods, there is a
decision or non-decision for each legislative proposal. Whether the committee
moves forward with a proposal may depend on the period, lobbying pressure, public
opinion, media attention, economic conditions, or any of a number of other inde-
pendent factors. Carpenter (2002) used event history procedures to evaluate drug
approval actions taken by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). The covariates
included such things as media attention and the number of disease-related groups
concerned about a drug’s approval. Bachrach and Baratz might not consider the

5 Other terms include “duration analysis” and “survival analysis.”
6 Box-Steffensmeier and Jones (2004) is a very good reference for more information on event
history models.
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timing of drug approvals by a federal agency to be a major issue, but the speed and
timing of FDA decisions have far-reaching implications for health policy, affecting
patients and medical procedures as well as the profitability of pharmaceutical firms.
Event history procedures do allow one to analyze empirically questions related to how
and when one “decides to decide” (Bachrach and Baratz 1962; 1963, 644).

DESCRIPTIVE WORK

Descriptive work never seems to go out of style. Social scientists often begin work in
new areas of study with descriptive statistics. For an interest group scholar, a steady flow
of new, descriptive work may appear particularly important if there is no equilibrium in
the set of extant interests or groups. If the environment is ever-changing, the demand
for new work describing those changes remains strong. Descriptive work is often
considered the most straightforward and objective of methods. Catalogs of interests
and interest groups may seem straightforward, but the actual cataloguing process forces
one to establish criteria for acceptance or rejection of relevant data. Which facts are
appropriate for cataloguing and which are of no significance? The very best descriptive
work is very explicit about such criteria, but as often as not, criteria remain implicit.
Relying heavily on Quine’s Methods of Logic, the historian David Fischer (1970, 5) notes
that “if a fact is a true statement about past events, then there is no practicable limit to
the number of facts which are relevant to even the smallest . . . problem. ‘Truths are as
plentiful as falsehoods, [but] ‘scientific activity is not the indiscriminate amassing of
truths; science is selective and seeks the truths that count most.”” Compiling “just the
facts” is problematic because there are an infinite number of facts, and one seldom fully
specifies why some facts are compiled while others are not.

Descriptive work is plagued by another potential problem for interest group
scholars. One can only describe what is observed, but interest group scholars often
refer to unobserved interests (Bentley), potential groups (Truman), or decisions
not made (Bachrach and Baratz). Bentley (1908, 199) categorically stated that when
there is no observable action, there is no interest. Bentley would only catalog
actions. Earl Latham, a contemporary of Truman’s, chose only to catalog organized
interests (1952a). In contrast, Truman felt that there was a role for potential groups,
latent, unorganized, and inactive interests. If we accept a role for potential groups,
how do we distinguish unrepresented and unimportant “feelings” or interests from
the interests of important potential groups? Simply cataloguing interests and
interest groups is not an easy task.
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Recognizing Patterns in Descriptive Data

Descriptive interest group analyses provide snapshots of an event or situation.
Snapshots of the interest group environment provide a static recording of the
interest group environment, but they fail to discern any of the fluidity in the group
environment. Consider one of the most important works on interest group orga-
nization and maintenance in the 1980s. In his oft-cited 1983 American Political
Science Review article, Jack Walker included a graph that has been reproduced in
numerous books and articles. Walker’s graph displays the cumulative count of
groups listed by founding date. These founding dates extend over a one-hundred-
year period. The graph rises moderately from the mid-18o0s to about 1920, and
then makes a sharp upward trajectory. By the 1960s, there appears to be a tremen-
dous explosion in the number of groups active in politics. There may have indeed
been an explosion in the number of groups in the 1960s and 1970s, but the graph
provides no clear information in that regard. It appears that relatively few groups
catalogued in the 1980s were founded in the early 1900s and many, many groups
were founded in the 1960s and 1970s. The graph is a snapshot that simply fails to
reflect the processes that produced the data illustrated in the figure. As Walker
himself acknowledges (395), the appearance of the graph may be driven by higher
“death rates” among older groups founded in the 1800s and early 1900s or by
higher “birth rates” in the 1960s and 1970s.

Is the common interpretation of Walker’s graph still “mostly right”? There is no
way to know how the probable explosion in groups in the 1960s compares to the
explosions after the Civil War, during the Progressive era, or just after the Second
World War. How far “off the mark” can the graph be? Suppose we looked at the
growth in the United States population over the same time period and chose to
attribute that growth to increases in the birth rate. For some periods of time,
population growth is reasonably attributed to increased birth rates, but for other
eras the population growth might have more to do with immigration patterns or
improved health care. To further complicate the issue, the number of live births
from year to year can increase even as the birth rate decreases.

Of course, we are not all methodologists, and no one can become a methodolo-
gist overnight. However, we can ask, “Why do we see the patterns we do?” To
strengthen descriptive analyses one should consider a thought process that mirrors
the underpinnings of maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) procedures. MLE
procedures are fast becoming the dominant econometric tools in political science.”
In classical ordinary least squares regressions, we simply accept the data as truth
and attempt to fit a straight line to them. With MLE procedures, we consider what
sort of function would lead to the array of data that has been observed. What type
of function would be most likely to leave the observed data trail? The political

7 For an introduction to MLE reasoning and methods, see King (1989).
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science discipline engages in considerable data collection, while largely overlooking
methodological advances (G. King 1989, 3). Such an oversight is particularly
unfortunate because sophisticated methods allow one to correct for various pro-
blems that might occur in the data (G. King 1989, 3). If our data were perfect, our
methods could be weaker.

Of course, different explanations might plausibly explain the same patterns in
the observed data. Distinct theories might be observationally equivalent. For
instance, Lowery, Gray, and Monogan (2008) note that either their ESA model
(energy, stability, area) or Olson’s collective action model (1965) could explain
observed aggregate-level interest group data. “[R]esults [and implications] of one
model can equally support the other” (1173). Even though the micro-level founda-
tions in the models are very different, the theories predict similar patterns in
aggregate-level data. Though some questions remain unresolved, Olson (1965)
and Lowery, Gray, and Monogan (2008) move well beyond merely reporting
what interests are observed.

Any number of conditions might affect the array of interests observed in a
community. Many scholars extend their analyses to other areas, sometimes well
removed from the interests or group members themselves. Most traditional schol-
arship focuses on what could be termed the “supply of interests,” but there is also
a “demand for groups” that extends beyond any sort of membership base. Fluidity
in the interest group environment is partly affected by the patrons and large
foundations who underwrite groups and who usually stand well apart from the
group members themselves (e.g., Lowry 1999; Nownes and Cigler 2007; Strolovitch
2006). Bertelli and Wenger (forthcoming) link the emergence of think tanks to
demands for information as well as a rising stock market that bolsters foundations’
and patrons’ abilities to fund group efforts. Bertelli and Wenger hypothesize that as
ideologies in the US became more polarized, the demand for specialized, partisan
information also increased. One might also consider the competition for attention
that groups face. Some groups secure attention by occupying an ever-narrowing
niche within the ideological spectrum. Finally, one might consider the effects of
new microtargeting technologies on the emergence of new groups.

Lists of Group Behaviors

Studies of lobbyists and lobbying, dating back to at least Lester Milbrath’s path-
breaking work on lobbyists (1963), often list a set of activities in which lobbyists
engage. Such lists provide insights into the day-to-day activities of lobbyists, but
they do not tell us anything about lobbying strategies per se. Consider a lobbying
campaign. Even seemingly inconsequential activities, such as constituent fly-ins,
may be important if they are a costly signal of issue salience (Ainsworth 1993).
A lobbyist’s activities might make sense only in light of other people’s actions or
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conditions. A lobbyist’s contacting behavior may be a function of legislators’
preferences or of other lobbyists’ activities (Austen-Smith and Wright 1994).
Under different circumstances, lobbyists may engage in activities with an eye
toward their opponents or their allies (Ainsworth 1997; Hall and Wayman 1990;
Hall and Deardorff 2006). With an eye toward building and maintaining coali-
tions, Groseclose and Snyder (1996) suggest that supermajorities limit the ability of
any particular member of a coalition to threaten defection in an attempt to secure
additional resources. In a supermajority, no single legislator is crucial, so no
legislator can extract excessive rewards for his or her support. Supermajorities
may be cheaper to secure and maintain than bare majorities. Typically, scholars
link lobbying activities to policy goals, but Groseclose and Snyder’s work suggests
that lobbying activities and contacting behaviors may be linked to policy goals or to
coalition maintenance and cost concerns. A simple list of activities fails to explain
whether some activities reinforce others. Kollman (1998) and Hojnacki and Kimball
(1999) find that grassroots lobbying and direct lobbying are often used in combination.
Scholars increasingly examine the combined effects of lobbying and contributions
(e.g., Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Tripathi 2002; Bennedsen and Feldmann 2006; Ester-
ling 2007). The simple point is that lobbying does not occur in a vacuum, so lists of
lobbying activities are barely illuminating. Instead of lists, one must construct theories
that address what prompts certain types of lobbying activities and consider how those
activities interact with one another.

Unobserved Interests and Actions

One cannot describe what cannot be observed. However, in the tradition of Sher-
lock Holmes, sometimes interest group scholars are most concerned about the dog
that did not bark in the night. Game-theoretic models allow scholars to consider the
implications of actions taken as well as those not taken. Game-theoretic applica-
tions to the study of interest groups have been among the most controversial of
methodological approaches employed. Nearly every interest group scholar develops
a throwaway line for a discussion of Olson’s work on the collective action problem.
Olson’s work tightly focused on a central question for interest group scholars.
Which interests organize and which remain latent? Olson also introduced a new
question for interest group scholars. Are like-minded individuals invulnerable to
squabbles and internecine competitions? The quest for group affiliation is coun-
tered with the quest for individual economic survival. It is not that groups fail to
emerge; it is that many more groups could emerge. Groups are not seen as the
“automatic fruit” of interests (Salisbury 1969). It is not that affiliation is irrational; it
is that affiliation is fragile. Given Truman’s claim that political interest groups make
claims upon others, it is only natural to think that groups and group members
might be strategic in their pursuits of policy gains.
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Game-theoretic advances have been especially helpful when considering the
unobserved action or interest, the very unobserved action that Bentley derided.
Games require that one define a set of players and a set of options or actions
available to the players. Depending on the actions chosen by the players, a particular
outcome obtains and payoffs are distributed. Game-theoretic models are often
amenable to comparative statics, whereby one can see how changes in exogenous
variables affect endogenous variables. An exogenous variable is simply a variable over
which no player has any control. Suppose a lobbyist wants to consider how much
pressure to apply to a legislator (e.g., Denzau and Munger 1986). Various costs and
benefits are ascertained, and some equilibrium level of pressure is applied. Now
suppose that media coverage suddenly becomes much more favorable for the
lobbyist’s argument. Favorable media coverage ought to make the lobbyist’s endea-
vors in persuasion easier (and therefore less expensive). Given its reduced cost, one
might expect greater lobbying pressure.8 Comparative statics allow us to develop
testable hypotheses about how a change in an exogenous variable (favorable media
coverage) affects a change in an endogenous variable (lobbying pressure). The
comparative statics in the Denzau and Munger work suggests that potential groups
are still represented even as extant groups work to buy influence.

Games of incomplete information allow scholars to address players’ beliefs. All
along the equilibrium path of chosen actions in a game tree, players refine their
information and update their beliefs about one another. Actions and inactions
affect those beliefs, and ultimately the game’s equilibrium is consistent with those
beliefs. Testing strategic interactions directly has proven to be much more vexing
than testing hypotheses derived from comparative statics. We face a problem
related to the independence of observations, which is a crucial assumption in
most econometric methods. In a game-theoretic scenario, players’ choices are
seldom truly independent from other players’ choices, so our observations of
actions taken are no longer independent. Game-theoretic methods generally lack
stochastic elements, and wholly deterministic processes are less amenable to statis-
tical evaluations. Thomas Palfrey and the late Richard McKelvey (McKelvey and
Palfrey 1995, 1998) began work to address this problem, and Curtis Signorino (2003)
has developed statistical techniques to address this problem.® Signorino’s method-
ological corrections have been applied most often in the international relations
subfield, but they are also being applied in analyses of congressional elections
(Carson 2005) and wherever strategic interactions may occur. Signorino’s work is
not the only econometric route possible under these circumstances. Switching

8 For the moment, I ignore the income and substitution effects. If political pressure is an inferior
good rather than a normal good, the relative strengths or the income and substitution effects are
crucial.

9 Rebecca Morton’s Methods and Models (1999) provides a very good introduction to the McKelvey
and Palfrey quantal response equilibrium concept.
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regressions allow one to derive information that is related to the choices not made.
The economists Pablo Spiller and Rafael Gely (1992) use a switching regression in
their article on indirect group influence in the National Labor Relations Board. If
one proceeds without the derived information from the counterfactual (that is, the
choice not made), the observed variables are vulnerable to selection bias. The dog
that did not bark in the night can be as important as observed signals.

Institutions and the Scope of Analysis

Using purely descriptive methods provides no bounds to the scope of one’s analysis.
However, when group scholars focus on particular institutions, they establish
clearer boundaries to their analysis. Even if their work is what one might still call
descriptive, the institutional context provides crucial structure. The cataloguing of
interests and the listing of behaviors are somewhat easier because of the defining
rules and procedures of the institution. For instance, to study groups and the courts,
scholars can focus on groups as litigants or groups as authors of amicus curiae briefs
(Caldeira and Wright 1988, 1990). The different roles help to define the scope of the
analysis. The scope of analysis may also be limited by the fact that the number of
individuals tied to an institution is limited. There are only 435 House members. To
assess who lobbies whom, one can consider every possible legislator—lobbyist dyad
(Hojnacki and Kimball 1998). Each observation is a legislator—lobbyist dyad, but
these observations violate the standard statistical independence assumption be-
cause the same actors appear in many different dyads. The econometric corrections
are fairly simple—in some statistical software programs they are just a click away.1°
The larger point is that methodological advances can enhance our abilities to
address basic substantive issues such as “Who lobbies whom?”

Institutions also provide opportunities to refine our descriptions of strategic
behavior. That is, different stages of a decision-making process in an institution
create different strategic concerns for a group. Lobbying to secure a spot on the
congressional agenda may be very different than lobbying for votes (Austen-Smith
1993). A raft of new scholarship, including both published and forthcoming work,
examines how interests and pressures in one institution affect other behaviors in
other institutions. Shipan (1997) examines how interest groups are affected by
opportunities for judicial review. Balla and Wright (2001) explore whether the
array of interests in Congress is reflected in an agency’s advisory councils. Gordon
and Hafer (2005, 2007) and Hall and Miler (2008) consider how pressure on
legislators can affect agency oversight and agency behavior. If interest group
activities in the first branch of government are designed to elicit behavior in

10 A standard reference for cluster options is Wooldridge (2002).
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another branch, then we must be especially careful when we interpret lists of
activities or describe behaviors related to interest groups in Congress.

INFORMATION AND INTEREST GROUPS

States require good information to govern effectively. There are several channels for
information transmission to government officials, including bureaucracies, markets,
elections and public opinion polls, and interest groups. Information has permeated
every aspect of interest groups discussed so far in this chapter. It is often thought that
information from interest groups is hopelessly biased. In this last main section of this
chapter, I address two issues. First, providing information is just one activity out of
many in which groups engage, and that provision of information may interact with
other interest group activities. How might information interact with other group
activities? There is some evidence to suggest that good information derived from
lobbying is crowded out by a group’s financial contributions (Bennedsen and Feld-
mann 2006), especially when the information is expensive to collect or validate.
However, Esterling (2007) finds that contributions may enhance the willingness of
legislators to advance their own expertise. As noted earlier, informative legislative
lobbying may be tied to grassroots campaigning. Information might be the coin of the
realm, but the real questions are “How does information interact with other group
activities?” and “How are legislators affected by the overall interest group presence?”

The second point is that groups have incentives to withhold or contort informa-
tion, but distortion affects information from all other sources as well. Bias in group
information should be measured in relation to the bias inherent in other sources.
Recall that Hansen (1991) argued that interest groups provided information at a
comparative advantage over the political parties. Party information can be helpful,
but it is not always state- or district-specific. Parties generally focus more broadly,
and sometimes legislators prefer more narrowly oriented information. Groups
have a comparative advantage over other sources as well, which I believe will
receive greater attention in the future. Group information must compete with
other (biased) sources for information, including bureaucracies, markets, and
elections and public opinion.

Let us briefly consider the biases in information. Information from a bureaucrat
may be skewed because there are strong incentives to exaggerate bureaucratic
successes and bolster clientelism. The bureaucrat at the Department of Agriculture
need not consider the views of the interests more closely aligned with the Depart-
ment of Commerce or the Environmental Protection Agency. Groups as well as
bureaucrats strive to promote their own clients. Almost every market has some sort
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of imperfection, and government intervention in a market often creates a moral
hazard thereby stimulating behaviors the government sought to limit. For instance,
a bank bail-out might encourage riskier banking practices. An investment in
higher-education grants and loans might spur automobile consumption (Cornwell
and Mustard 2006) as well as college attendance. If there is an imperfection, prices
are poor signals. If there is an intervention, prices and behaviors are skewed.

Public opinion polls presume issue salience. That is, respondents can only
answer the questions they are asked—whether those questions are salient to
them or not. When political interest groups mobilize, there are fewer questions
of salience. The choice to mobilize indicates salience and signals electoral mobili-
zation potential (J. Wright 1996). Public opinion polls also rely heavily on average
responses and provide less information about the distribution of responses. The
average response may be determined from either a highly bifurcated bimodal
distribution or a normal distribution. Upon reflection, the interpretation of polls
is never straightforward. Interest group information may indeed be biased, but one
should not presume that polling data is devoid of problems in interpretation.
Elections provide regular feedback to governing officials, but they may not provide
information about the desired shifts in policies. If voting is retrospective (Fiorina
1981), then the electoral outcome expresses clearer information about past policies
as opposed to future direction. In contrast, lobbying efforts are always prospective.
There are many sources of information for government officials, but each of the
four sources evaluated here has shortcomings. Sometimes the state actually has too
much information to evaluate. Whenever there is a cacophony of demands, states
must rely on costly signals, audits, screening devices, and reputations to separate
the good information from the bad information.

CONCLUSION

Whether scholars focus on politics inside of the beltway or on the political lives of
those far removed from Washington, the shadows cast by interest groups are
readily apparent. The immense domain of interest group studies virtually ensures
that scholars will continue to be fascinated by interest groups. The tremendous
scope of the domain for interest group research has at times also been the root of
weaknesses in interest group research. Successful research projects most often have
a narrow scope, with a well-defined set of actors and actions. An immense domain
invites poorly defined research projects. “The awkwardness of. .. political phe-
nomena. .. [stems from the lack of a] beginning or end . . .. It cannot really be said
that we have seen a subject until we have seen its outer limits” (Schattschneider



94 SCOTT AINSWORTH

1960, 22). Smaller, more manageable events allow for clearer logical connections
and greater precision in language and analysis. In his trenchant critique of plural-
ism, E. E. Schattschneider stated that his goal was simply “to define general
propositions more precisely” (1960, 22).

If limiting the scope of one’s analysis is important for scientific advancement,
then descriptive work must be thoroughly reworked because, as Fischer noted,
there are no bounds to descriptive work. To establish boundaries to descriptive
analysis, I have argued that one adopt MLE-like reasoning and seriously consider
data generation processes. One can also use institutions to demarcate the bound-
aries of research. “Constitutional rules are mainly significant because they help to
determine what particular groups are to be given advantages or handicaps in the
political struggle” (Dahl 1956, 137). Constitutional rules can also narrow a scholar’s
focus, thereby strengthening her work. A consideration of the strategic under-
pinnings of group behaviors dovetails nicely with MLE reasoning. The adoption of
new methods sometimes appears faddish, but often in political science methods
emerge to address problems that might otherwise remain intractable. As new tools
emerge, we will be able to address crucial substantive questions more directly.
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CHAPTER 6

AMERICAN
POLITICAL
PARTIES

HISTORY, VOTERS, CRITICAL
ELECTIONS, AND PARTY
SYSTEMS

JOEL H. SILBEY

PorrricaL parties have been an enduring element on the American landscape since
the 1790s. In all but a very few presidential contests early in the nation’s history two
major parties have organized and fought elections on behalf of the policy initiatives
that each advocated and the candidates that each supported. These were, first, the
Federalists and the Republicans; then there were the two branches of a swollen and
divided Republicans, labeled the National Republicans and Democratic Republi-
cans; these morphed, in turn, into the Whigs and Democrats, and, finally, after the
mid-1850s, the Republicans and Democrats, plus a range of minor parties. Their
efforts provided a guide for voters and legislators to follow as the parties sought to
win control of the government and then bring their policy goals to fruition through
congressional and state legislative action.

There is a rich library of scholarly monographs dealing with aspects of party
activities at different moments (e.g., Holt 1999; Gienapp 1987; among many) as well
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as more general surveys (e.g., Beard 1929; Binkley 1943; Polakoff 1981; A. Schlesinger
1973) recounting the full history of these parties. They have recognized the shifting
contexts of American politics over time, as well as the continuities and regularities
in the evolution of parties on the nation’s landscape. Much about them has
remained constant. Whatever their name or time frame, the parties have been
much alike, acting in similar ways throughout the two centuries since they first
appeared: in their focus on elections and governing, and in articulating a perspec-
tive about their society and where they stand on the issues of the day (see, for
example, Key 1942; Rossiter 1960; Sindler 1966).

Despite their general similarity over more than 200 years, political parties have
not been stable entities. Alongside their constant elements, changes have occurred
at different moments in how they organized themselves to nominate candidates
and campaign on their behalf owing to changes in society’s values, its technology,
needs, and the rules under which the parties operated, as well as the necessity of
organizing and campaigning across an expanding land expanse as the nation grew
into a continental empire. Similarly, the substance of the arguments that they
offered to the voters shifted, often dramatically, as did their sources of electoral
support. American political history has been punctuated throughout by these
changes, and, as a result, historians and political scientists have collaborated to
go beyond the descriptive in search of the underlying patterns of party history,
mark their shifts over time, and develop a way of framing their story (Aldrich 1995).

The most persuasive result of their consideration has been for scholars to argue
that the best way to proceed is by tracing the history of American political parties
through the critical election-realignment—party system approach (Rosenof
2003). Originally put forward by the political scientist V. O. Key (1955, 1959),
this was extended by his student Walter Dean Burnham in a series of seminal
articles and books (1965, 1970, 1982). In this perspective, voters are the center of
the party system. All else flows from their presence and behavior. As a result of
their actions, there has been a life cycle and rhythm to party history, first, in their
support base, where in most elections voting coalitions consisting of different
blocs of voters come together and remain steadfast in support of their party in
election after election for a generation (Sundquist 1968; Burnham 1970; Clubb,
Flanigan, and Zingale 1980). This preeminent voter stability is disrupted by a
critical election, sometimes several in a row, which results in an electoral realign-
ment when a proportion of the voters rearrange themselves in response to some
extraordinary event or crisis that severely shakes their world. The result is the
emergence of a new alignment of supporters for each party, usually a new
majority party, and a change in the nation’s policy agenda, which last for a
significant time period thereafter. In between, there are occasional deviating
elections where the normal support pattern is temporarily shaken, and reinstat-
ing elections in which the normal pattern in a particular era is reestablished
(Angus Campbell et al. 1960, 1966; Pomper 1967b).
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Beside the particular voter mix present, each new party system added a number
of new ingredients to the nation’s politics as well; for example, in the size,
complexity, and capabilities of their organizations, in the nature of their leadership,
in the numbers pulled into their orbit, in the intensity of the commitment to them
by those involved, and in the style, as well as the content, of their campaign
arguments. Most of all, the extent of the parties’ reach into the population and
political authority has shifted over time as their power on the national scene has
increased, waned, and finally, as some have argued, all but fragmented (Pomper
1977; Silbey 1991).

The rhythms and patterns present at different moments have led scholars to
identify five different party systems throughout our history as defining what
Burnham called “the changing shape of the American political universe” (Burn-
ham 1965). Each party system is about a third of a century long. The first lasted
from the 1790s to the aftermath of the war of 1812, the second existed from the 1820s
to the 1850s, the third was present from the 1850s to the 1890s, the fourth from then
into the early 1930s, and the fifth lasted from the 1930s to the late 1960s. In each of
these periods, as noted, popular voting behavior remained quite stable from
election to election and across different offices, although there were always some
defections, third party activity, and failure of some supporters to come to the polls
(Chambers and Burnham 1967, 1975; Kleppner et al. 1981; Argersinger 1992).

These durable voter alignments were badly shaken by the occurrence of critical
elections (not all of them presidential contests) which bounded each system: in
1796-1800, 1828-36, 1854—60, 1894—6, 1932—6, and, finally, perhaps in 1968—72, that
redefined the nation’s political course as new durable voter alignments and issue
agendas emerged and came to dominate the political scene (Kleppner et al. 1981;
Burnham 1965; McCormick 1982; Sundquist 1968).

WHY PARTIES?

The critical election—realignment organizing scheme has been both widely accepted
(and, more recently, increasingly challenged) (Rosenof 2003; Mayhew 2002;
H. Price 1976). To sort out and clarify the issues involved leads us back to the
beginning of American national politics. Political parties were an unexpected
creation since a powerful ideological antipartyism dominated early American
political thought because, it was alleged, they corrupted the political independence
of citizens by demanding submission to a party’s dictates, and because they were
generators of conflict when societies needed consensus and non-confrontational
ways of deciding the issues that faced them. Parties elsewhere, particularly in
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England, had always been dangerously divisive; the persistent conflicts that they
bred as a normal aspect of their activities threatened the well-being, the liberty, and
even the survival, of a nation or, at least, presage its decline into formidable
difficulties (Hofstadter 1969; Wallace 1968).

But political parties emerged in America despite the strong resistance to them.
Persistent contentiousness bred parties. They rose out of the reality of a divided
political landscape in the nation’s first years under the new federal Constitution
and the need to tame the dissonance and the threat it posed to the nation. The
founding generation sharply differed over what policies were desirable once the
Constitution was in place. Finding ways to order and direct disagreements into
channels that would lead to winning control of the government became necessary
(Charles 1956; Formisano in Kleppner et al. 1981; Chambers and Burnham 1975;
Elkins and McKitrick 1993; Sharp 1993).

That necessity continued thereafter, because of the ongoing contentiousness of
American politics. There was always something to fight about. Bringing people
together to confront others not once, but again and again, in the many elections
that occurred at both the federal and state levels, necessitated establishing some
kind of organizational framework, and the articulating of a frame of reference that
explained what people were fighting for, and why they should march under the
banners of one group of leaders or the other. However ideologically painful that
recognition of necessity was, what emerged was all but inevitable given the fre-
quency of elections in every year, year in and year out (Van Buren 1867; Hofstadter
1969; Nichols 1967; Heale 1982).

PoriTicAL PARTIES IN A NEwW NATION

Specifically, the first parties emerged in the 1790s in response to Secretary of the
Treasury Alexander Hamilton’s push to build up an expansive national government
and the consequent resistance by those defending the primacy of state authority.
Hamilton sought legislation calling for a powerful national bank and a high tariff
to deal with the economy, a foreign relations based on America’s close ties with
England (and consequent hostility to France), and to control conflict between the
states from threatening national unity. Advocates of the primacy of the states
against the center, led by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, opposed Hamilton
and saw his plans as a threat to the states’ well-being and control over their own
interests. The opposition was, at first, scattered and fragmented, without much
national focus to their efforts. The states’ rights leaders needed to build up an array
of support across the nation that would come together as a disciplined cohort large
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enough to attain an electoral college majority and take control of Congress. The
reality of frequent elections in the new nation underscored that need even further.
Much was at stake—all of the time (Charles 1956; Chambers 1963; Goodman 1975;
Banning 1978).

Madison and Jefferson did not begin with a full blueprint of what they intended to
create, and in many ways they still resisted the idea of organized, disciplined parties.
But necessity trumped traditional beliefs (Nichols 1967; Heale 1982). They set to work,
establishing contact among the different state groups coalescing under the name
Republicans, and founded “Democratic—Republican” clubs and newspapers in key
areas to propagandize and electioneer on behalf of their cause. Unlike the presidential
elections of 1788 and 1792, when no one ran against George Washington, Jefferson
challenged John Adams in 1796 in a campaign to decide who would be the next
president. Candidates for other offices, state and federal, who shared similar policy
outlooks joined in behind his candidacy (Cunningham 1957; Chambers 1963; Elkins
and McKitrick 1993; Sharp 1993).

Hamilton’s supporters were slower off the mark, refusing at first to think in
terms of the despised notion of a political party. But, as the Jeffersonians moved
ahead, their opponents ultimately responded with their own counteracting efforts
to protect the policies that they believed were necessary to enact. As a result,
political confrontations such as the first contested efforts to win office from the
mid-1790s onward were highly charged efforts (Nichols 1967). The bitter election of
1800 in particular set the tone with widespread expressions by both sides of fear for
the country (if the other side won), intense anger against what their opponents
threatened, and the need to prevail if the country was to survive (Ferling 2004).

As the parties spread their wings, the voters were drawn into the ranks of one or
other of the combatants. The reasons for their choices originated in several places,
their economic interests and outlook, their particular group identity, or because
they followed the lead of their community leaders caught up in the party wars.
Although there were sectional tensions in these first divisions, both parties received
support throughout the nation, albeit in different proportions. The Jeffersonians
were particularly strong in the southern states, the Hamilton group in New
England. The nation’s largest economic interest group, farmers, including slave
owners, were to be found in both parties. Their market orientation often deter-
mined their choice. Those who produced for distant markets and were part of the
trade nexus (primarily tobacco planters and the growing number of cotton pro-
ducers) differed in their political orientation from those who produced primarily
for themselves or only for limited nearby markets. Other economic groups on the
ground, bankers and merchants at one end of the spectrum, laborers of various
kinds at the other, made similar choices as their interests dictated (Chambers 1963;
Formisano 2001).

Other voters selected their party home based on ethnic and religious identity.
Friction between such identity groups was commonplace and divisive in their
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society and potential voters reacted to that reality. Still others had security con-
cerns, especially about the Indian tribes along the frontier who, abetted by the
English in Canada, were resisting American expansion into the trans-Appalachian
region. They wanted the government to confront their enemies and remedy the
threatening situation. As a result of the voter distribution between the two parties,
some states were basically one-sided politically on election day. Others, such as the
key large state of New York, fielded robust two party competition throughout the
1790s and in 1800 (Formisano 2001; Shade 1981).

Parties were more than organizers and mobilizers in the electoral arena. Once in
office, members of the states and federal governments, the executive branches, state
legislators and congressmen, elected under partisan labels, were expected to follow
their party’s lead as they dealt with the issues and policy choices before them. Some
resisted such discipline but more and more came to accept it. Party unity was
usually quite high when legislative votes were taken. The reach and control of the
parties was never as complete as their leaders desired. Not every legislator was
caught up in this system. But their impact on policymaking was clear and direct
(Chambers 1963; Broussard 1978; Elkins and McKitrick 1993; Sharp 1993).

INTERREGNUM AFTER 1815

The first parties had limited penetration into the political world (Formisano 1981).
Federalists and Republicans did not arrive on the scene fully formed and never
became so. They were not organizationally robust, nor did they need to be, since
the American electorate remained small primarily owing to suffrage restrictions
that limited the numbers eligible to vote (Nichols 1967). Although there was clearly
a popular element in the politics of party warfare, this was far from a democratic
situation. Popular pressure existed but was not usually decisive. The nation’s elites
ran things and dominated elections. Most critically, commitment to the system
existed but was not widespread. Turnout among potential voters remained low
during the period despite the efforts of party leaders to get everyone they could to
the polls. At best, whatever commitment there was, was intermittent and viewed
with a casual attitude by many. A good number of Americans remained unaligned
with either party. Most continued to believe that the two parties were temporary
expedients needed to confront a particular situation. Even party leaders remained
hesitant about what had emerged. Although they, too, had begun to organize and
electioneer, the Federalists, as they came to be labeled, clearly remained less eager to
engage in such activity, despite the constant conflicts with the Republicans, than
were their opponents. And, the Jeffersonians in power proved to be as hostile as the
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Federalists had been to the norms of party conflict, particularly the unseemly and
divisive attempts by the opposition to challenge them at the polls. As a result, some
modern analysts are not comfortable calling this political world the first party
system because of the incomplete, ad hoc, and shallow nature of the parties, and
the strong persistence of antiparty attitudes throughout (Formisano 1974, 1981;
Hofstadter 1969).

After 1800, party tumult continued for a time, stimulated by the impact of the
Napoleonic wars on American trade and security interests. The Jeffersonian Re-
publicans grew stronger while the Federalists, although continuing to fight on,
faded, first because of the deaths of their great leaders, George Washington and
Hamilton, and then because of the reaction against the pro-British behavior of
many of them during the War of 1812. As a result, a basically one-party arrangement
replaced the contentiousness of the nation’s first twenty-five years under the
Constitution. The Republicans ruled the roost, even enjoying an all but unanimous
victory in the electoral college in the presidential election of 1820 (Banner 1970;
Fischer 1965).

State-level politics continued to be more divided and confrontational than was
the national scene, but even at the latter there were moments of angry battle, in
reaction to the economic collapse of 1819 for one, and over the admission of
Missouri as a state a year later (Rothbard 1962; Forbes 2007). But there was little
national organization or discernible, sustained party groupings in this. Factions
fought factions, changing sides from one issue to the next; volatility of support
dominated the scene. American politics had become fragmented, neither coherent
nor organized. Four Republican candidates, representing different factions of the
Jeffersonian coalition, won electoral votes in the presidential election of 1824,
a contest only settled through a so-called “corrupt bargain” between two of the
candidates and the action of the House of Representatives that followed because no
one was able to organize a disciplined majority for a candidate in the voting in the
electoral college (Hopkins 1973).

RouND Two: JACKSONIANS VERSUS WHIGS

But this “era of good feelings” and political fragmentation was short-lived. A new
party system arose in the late 1820s and 1830s in circumstances similar to those earlier,
that is, not through a realignment (there was no alignment to realign from), but
because of the coming together of national coalitions to confront one another.
Once again, a strong nationalist power surge pushed by political leaders in
Washington, this time emanating from one part of the swollen post-1815 Jeffersonian
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coalition, the so-called National Republicans. President John Quincy Adams and
Secretary of State Henry Clay urged the enactment of an even more ambitious
nationalizing program than had their predecessors in the 1790s. And, once again,
state-power-centered politicians desiring to uphold the Jeffersonian conception of
limited power at the center realized that they had to revive effective collective
organizations in their own defense. Once more, their argument went, national parties
were needed to mobilize and organize the electorate, this time across a much broader
geographic expanse. Led by New York Senator Martin Van Buren, a national coalition
of the so-called Democratic—Republicans came together and successfully elected
Andrew Jackson as president in 1828 (Remini 1959; Holt 1999).

What distinguished this system from its predecessor was, first, the fuller organi-
zation of the parties, with committees to organize and run elections being formed
at every level from the national down to counties, towns, and urban wards, with
local, state, and congressional district conventions called to nominate candidates.
All of them came together at a national convention that met every four years where
delegates worked out differences, agreed on their campaign program, nominated
candidates, drafted platforms, and organized the party’s campaign activities
(rallies, speeches, etc.) necessary to energize the voters and get them out to the
polls in the upcoming presidential contest (McCormick 1967; Silbey 1991).

The second distinguishing characteristic of these emerging parties was their
deeper penetration into the political world, with more interests in conflict and
making demands on the government, interests who had to be organized for
electoral warfare. Third was the new reality of an expanding mass electorate as
states did away with most suffrage restrictions for adult white males. Fourth was
the extensive and sustained support of voters for each of the two major coalitions.
Finally, there was a significant transformation in the political culture, that is, a
widespread, and eventually all but total, acceptance of parties as legitimate institu-
tions in the American republic with the growing agreement with Martin Van
Buren’s argument that political conflict was a normal aspect of American life and
would inevitably continue into the future so that parties had to become a perma-
nent part of the nation’s political terrain. These distinguishing elements of this
party system did not appear all at once but evolved over time as the pace and reach
of politics dramatically quickened (Hofstadter 1969; Nichols 1967; Formisano 1983;
Silbey 1991, 2001).

New political leaders, many of them newspapermen such as Thurlow Weed,
Horace Greeley, Francis P. Blair, and Thomas Ritchie, alongside others who were
lawyers or local political activists, came to the fore to run the enlarged political
organization under construction. The editor’s role was crucial in presenting the
parties’ arguments as well as getting out the instructions and suggestions for local
leaders to follow. The lawyers and local leaders, in turn, looked to the organizing
and managing of electoral efforts within their spheres and contributing to the
building of a national party network of committees and conventions at the
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different levels of political activity. These organizations were never as complete as
political leaders hoped they would be. But they accomplished their purpose
(Nichols 1967; Silbey 1991).

Strong party loyalty among officeholders was a major aspect of the system.
Parties staffed what government institutions there were at both the state and
national levels. The Jacksonians believed that the only way to ensure what they
wanted done would be by the appointment of political allies into government
positions to carry out their heavily resisted policies. “To the victors belong the
spoils of office” was the cry, and party-dominated government became as impor-
tant as the other elements emerging. Their opponents disagreed, although they too
were not hesitant about utilizing patronage when they came into office (Nichols
1967; Silbey 1967, 1991).

The Jacksonian Democrats articulated a more populist appeal than the Jefferso-
nians ever had. There had been an increase in the society of democratic ideas and
claims especially in the political world, and both the Democrats and their Whig
opponents responded to such in the way that they operated. A political culture of
popular participation (albeit only for white males) replaced the more elite focused
notions previously dominant. Suffrage restrictions continued to be eased with a
concomitant growth in the numbers to be won over. As the electorate grew, styles of
campaigning had to change. A much more democratic perspective was advanced,
first by the Democrats, who presented Andrew Jackson to the electorate as “the
tribune of the people,” personifying all that they stood for. He was the embodiment
of democratic values and a leader who would root himself in the people and their
needs. He would increase popular participation and control of the government
(Shade 1981; Heale 1982; Keyssar 2000; Gerring 1998; Baker 1998).

Despite their initial hesitations, the Whigs joined their opponents soon enough
and used the new style of campaign rhetoric and the massing of an organized army
of voters to win the presidency in the “hurrah” campaign of 1840 (Gunderson 1957;
Holt 1999). In the campaign discourse of both parties from then on there was a
coarsening and simplifying of argument and language and the substitution of
symbols for explanations to deal with a less educated electorate. Important differ-
ences between the parties were magnified into chasms by the rhetorical flourishes
used to attract and hold the increasing number of potential voters. To be sure,
neither party was a model of democratic practice, especially in their leadership
circles. Elites continued to dominate matters. But they interacted more widely with
their followers in shaping party decisions, given the increase in the number of
voters and party members who were now part of the political equation in these
mass party organizations. The voice of the people was not all that counted in
politics but it was important to listen to it by those trying to lead their party to
victory (Benson 1961; Heale 1982; Holt 1999; Silbey 1991).

The basic structure and influence of political parties had emerged by the 1840s.
A key indicator of the successful party penetration into popular consciousness and
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their success in organizing the electorate for the battles they were to fight was the
soaring voter turnout in national elections. The effort to mobilize partisan sup-
porters led to 80 percent and more of those eligible to vote coming to the polls.
While such high levels had occasionally occurred in local and state elections before
the 1830s, participation at the national level had always been much lower. Now the
high levels became a regular feature of national elections as well, and would remain
so for many years (Census 1975; McCormick 1967; Silbey 1991).

The Jacksonians dominated the era, the Democrats winning six of the eight
presidential elections between 1828 and 1856 and controlling Congress most of the
time. As in the first party battles of the 1790s, the Whigs and Democrats attracted
different supporters to their camps. Both were national in appeal, winning blocs of
voters throughout most of the country, with fewer one-party states and areas than
in the predecessor system. The basic parameters of the support that each party
drew were generally similar to that of the Republicans and Federalists before them,
its roots in economic and ethnic and religious identity issues, with the Whigs
articulating more commercially minded and developmental policies that attracted
those interests that found their policy advocacy useful and necessary (Benson 1961;
Shade 1981; Holt 1999; Watson 2006).

The Democrats had their share of commercially minded interests among their
adherents (such as the many state bankers opposed to the Whig push for a national
bank), but they articulated a less commercial notion of American society than did
their opponents. They continued to press for limited national government author-
ity on the domestic scene, in economic matters and in areas of people’s beliefs and
behavior as well, which they charged the Whigs (like the Federalists before them)
wanted to regulate and reshape in their own image and enforce what beliefs and
behavior that they considered correct and permissible. Despite differences and
disagreements within each coalition, the central policy thrust of each party was
always present (Howe 1979; Ashworth 1983; Gerring 1998).

Most of all, as they settled in during the late 1830s, the parties came into their own
as the dominating organizing and directing force in the electoral, legislative, and
other parts of the governing arena. There were shortcomings in their activities. But
they carried the day despite their imperfections. Whatever made voters and office-
holders distinct, class identities, religion, ethnicity, ideology, these were subsumed
within their party identities. There were few independent voters in these years: “To
one or another of these parties every man belongs” was how one partisan editor
summed up (Nashville Union, Nov. 9, 1838; Gienapp 1982). Moreover, the tools of
politics were all partisan, such as the party ballots prepared by the party organiza-
tions and given to voters for them to use at the polls (McCormick 1986; Silbey 1991).

At the same time, there were also anomalies, elements that did not fit within
what one historian has called “the partisan imperative” that dominated these years
(Silbey 1985). Ambivalence toward the parties continued to exist. So did the
continuation of resistance to them as a dominant feature of the American system,
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particularly from a number of minor parties, the Antimason, Liberty, American
Republican, Free Soil, and Know Nothing, who organized against the mainstream
coalitions to challenge the dominant themes of the political world. Each of them
had notions of their own about what was necessary and proper in their society and
worked hard to achieve their goals against the resistance of the major parties. Some
of them were local; others ran candidates for national offices, including the
presidency. Most survived only for an election or two, then disappeared or were
absorbed by the major parties (A. Schlesinger 1973; Voss-Hubbard 2002).

A number of scholars have suggested that such antiparty hostility and the
persistent resistance to them challenges the notion of the depth of the involvement
and commitment of Americans to the parties (Altschuler and Blumin 2000; Voss-
Hubbard 2002; Formisano 1969, 1999). But despite the presence of countervailing
forces, this was not a fragile system. These years were the foundation of the party-
dominant period in American political history. The two parties that had emerged
into dominance set the agenda for policy conflict and marked out the channels for
the voters to follow. Their role and importance was widely recognized, accepted,
and, in most quarters, celebrated. There was nothing temporary or haphazard
about what was emerging (McCormick 1986; Holt 1999; Silbey 1991).

A SECTIONALIZED PARTY SYSTEM

There was another shift in the political world in the 1850s, this time due to a
powerful electoral realignment. There had always been sectional tensions in Amer-
ican society resulting in occasional political outbursts. Parties with their intersec-
tional composition had served as barriers to any persistent division along sectional
lines. In the early and mid-1850s that stability cracked wide open. An explosive
reaction among northerners against southern overreach when they tried to intro-
duce slavery into previously free western territories intersected with a nativist
political challenge to the frightening surge of immigrants, particularly Catholics
from Ireland and Germany, who had been entering the United States in great
numbers. Hostility to the existing parties erupted because of their apparent
indifference to, or their encouragement of, the immigrant wave as they sought
new sources of electoral support among these newcomers (Gienapp 1987; Voss-
Hubbard 2002; Anbinder 1992).

The Know Nothing and Republican parties appeared in response to these seismic
provocations and made significant gains in the off-year elections of 1854, winning
support from disaffected members of both major parties already on the scene and
from the ranks of antislavery and nativist third parties. As the new coalitions grew,
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they severely weakened the Whigs in particular, whose remnant eventually faded
from the scene (Gienapp 1987; Holt 1978). The Republicans ultimately won out as
the major second party as the sectional dynamic grew more powerful. Both
northern and southern sectional policy demands became an important aspect of
the partisan warfare despite the resistance of the Democrats to such a focus
(Gienapp 1987; Holt 1978; Nichols 1948).

All of this indicated the significant shift in the substance of the battles over the
issues championed by the two main parties although the Republicans sounded like
the Whigs in their arguments over the traditional issues of the previous era while
the Democrats retained their longstanding hostility to the powerful central state
thrust of their opponents. The Republicans worked successfully to absorb many
northern Know Nothings into their ranks as well, and triumphed in the presiden-
tial election of 1860 over the Democrats badly hurt by an internal sectional schism
over the territorial issue (Nichols 1948; Holt 1978; Potter 1976).

The realignment of the 1850s, whatever its power, did not sweep everything away.
Rather, so far as political parties were concerned, much remained from the
previous system amid the marked changes in the way that many voters behaved.
Specifically, the new party system was, in its structure, reach, and widespread
acceptance by contemporaries, much like its predecessor. Parties continued to
dominate the political terrain, their organizational structures to manage, exhort,
and direct, were still seen as necessary instruments in order to accomplish anything
in the political world. They campaigned with the same force and approaches as
they had in the previous years (Kleppner 1979; Silbey 1991).

The Civil War added a great deal to the dynamics of party warfare. There was a
strong attempt by those directing the war in both North and South to argue for a
“no party now” policy because of the need for national unity in wartime (A. Smith
2006). At first there was a positive response to that call and a suspension of partisan
politics. But this did not last (Silbey 1977; Neely 2002). In the North, the Repub-
licans added to the Whigs’ vision of the importance of national power by arguing
that the necessities of wartime demanded that the government exercise power
beyond anything seen before. They did not hesitate to organize and regulate, and
create and build new institutions as needed. They made great strides in imposing
federal control over finances and the economy. The military draft forced men to
serve in the army. Governments censored, and occasionally imprisoned, critics of
their policies. Finally, the Lincoln administration went far beyond any previous
claims to the reach of the national government by adopting a policy of emancipa-
tion of slaves in the states in rebellion (Richardson 1997; Foner 1988).

Despite the pressure demanding non-partisan acquiescence, therefore, party
warfare continued in the North as the Democrats, with their deep hostility to too
much national power, vigorously resisted the expansion of government activities as
unnecessary, arguing that the Lincoln administration was going far beyond what
needed to be done even in the face of the emergency. The Republicans fought back,
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branding the Democrats as defeatists, even traitors, so that wartime campaigns and
legislative activity were as hard-fought and as bitter as ever despite the changed
conditions. The partisan imperative retained its force. In the South, in contrast,
organized party warfare did not take hold although there was a great deal of protest
against the policies of the Confederate government. But it was scattered, without
effective national leadership, and never became united into a full-fledged partisan
confrontation (Silbey 1977; McKitrick 1975; Holt 2001).

The issues raised by the wartime (and earlier) party warfare, real and extravagant,
continued to play important roles in the post Civil War years as well. Both parties’
ideologies were hardened by the intensity of their wartime experience. In the early
years of Reconstruction, central government authority continued to expand in
dealing with the situation in the South as a result of its defeat and large-scale
destruction, and the shock of emancipation (Foner 1988). The Democrats continued
to oppose as sharply as they could, and the Republicans, in response, continued to
extol their leadership in the war to save the Union, labeling the Democrats, as they
had throughout the war, as unpatriotic and calling upon northern voters to vote the
way they shot (Summers 2000; Marcus 1971; Jensen 1971).

The Republicans reaped significant benefits at the polls from their assault on
their opponents’ wartime behavior. Voter commitment to them was intensified by
the memories of the war and the issues created by the conflict and gave the
Republicans an advantage in postwar elections. They won all but two of the ten
presidential elections between 1860 and 1896, and at least held their own in
Congress. Not accidentally, all but one Republican presidential candidate between
1868 and 1896 had been a Union army officer, and their campaigning centered on
“waving the bloody shirt” (allegedly of a dead Union soldier) to flay the Democrats
as unworthy of holding office (Kleppner 1979; Summers 2000). The Democrats
responded by adding to their usual resistance to the Republicans’ expansive
commitment to federal power virulent racial assaults on the policies of the
“Black Republicans” in a nation that remained deeply racist (L. Grossman 1976).

After the war, the Democrats reunited with their southern brethren and were
joined by some former Whigs in that section hostile to Republican policies. The
latter countered by bringing the emancipated African Americans into their ranks.
For a time this worked to the Republicans’ advantage as they took political control
of many of the seceding states’ restored governments. Nevertheless, electoral
stalemate settled on the national scene. The parties settled down into the most
sustained competitive situation they had ever experienced. The Republican advan-
tage in presidential elections from the mid-1870s to the early 1890s was by quite
small margins—which put a premium on maximizing the turnout of one’s sup-
porters (Kleppner 1979).

These years were the so-called golden age of parties as their effective organizations
were more in charge of the political process than they had ever been. As a result, highly
committed voting blocs marched together like the disciplined political armies they
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were, roared and cheered as their leaders urged them on, and turned out at the polls in
the highest percentage yet seen of those eligible to cast ballots (Kleppner 1979).
Beyond the surface indicators of party success, however, there were the first stirrings
of impending challenge to the dominant role that they played in American politics.
The late nineteenth century was characterized by economic and social changes of
enormous impact. The industrial revolution, with its great expansion of railroads into
a national transportation network and the building of a large-scale manufacturing
base in steel mills and similar enterprises, which led, in turn, to the growth of large
urban centers populated by great numbers of native-born and immigrant laborers,
now defined the central reality of the nation’s economy and society. None of this
occurred entirely peacefully. Transformative changes were accompanied by social and
political upheavals, industrial unrest, and the growth of dismal, overcrowded slums
which shocked and frightened their neighbors, particularly as the political system
proved to be incapable of coping with these rising dangers (Summers 1997).

Party leaders paid attention to what was happening on the economic and social
landscape—to a degree, and in their own style. They acted to bring the new
immigrants and other industrial workers into the parties’ orbits. The Democratic
and Republican organizations further expanded to deal with the swelling urban
population and became more systematized and in command than ever. From the
1860s on, urban political organizations, the political machines such as Tammany
Hall in New York, developed a new prominence. Party bosses gained more power as
their networks expanded. New sources of money for running campaigns were
sought—and found. Party leaders demanded contributions from those seeking
government favors—as so many did in the exploding economy. Party appointees to
government positions paid over part of their salaries to their party as well.
In America’s new industrial order corruption seemed more prevalent than it had
ever been, with the bribery of political officials widespread and the granting of
government largesse based on matters other than merit growing in scope and
amount (Callow 1966; Buenker 1973; Marcus 1971; Keller 1977).

Such evidence of malfeasance and partiality created a backlash against the
perceived corruption and its political progenitors, despite the parties’ penetration,
place, and power in the political realm. As a result, ideological and cultural hostility
to parties which had never completely died out revived and grew more pressing.
A growing rhetorical assault on both the Democrats and Republicans began to be
heard—enough to become a major part of the era’s political equation. Good
government advocates, the Mugwumps, argued, in the 1870s and 1880s, that the
parties and their leaders were corrupt in their activities, in how they conducted
elections, and the way they organized all levels of government. They worked only
for their own benefit. Too much that went on in politics occurred under the
pretense, but not the reality, of democratic involvement. Party bosses benefited,
but few others did as they followed their own selfish agendas, and preserved their
power by their control of decisions made in secret, in “smoke-filled rooms,” not
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out in the open where they could be vetted. They were answerable to no one
(McFarland 1975; Summers 1993).

The party bosses were able to get away with such behavior thanks to the intense
loyalty of their supporters, who did not question what party leaders told them and
blindly followed their dictates (Kleppner 1979). The bosses degraded the voting
process, allowing many to vote who were not eligible. Their chicanery affected
electoral outcomes and preserved their power. In sum, the bosses” behavior was a
challenge to republican ideals of what constituted good government and the reach
of the democratic ethos that defined the nation (Sproat 1968; Keller 1977).

Furthermore, as the American economic and social landscape grew larger and
more complex, some asked whether political parties were relevant in this new age.
Could they solve the problems of an urban society? Could they provide the
personnel with the skills necessary to deal with an industrial urban nation? Some
important skeptics did not think so. The reformers saw the key to better govern-
ment and more efficiency in delivering services and promoting further economic
growth in the weakening of the unresponsive parties’ control over the American
political process. Thus, the argument ran, politics in a rapidly changing and
modernizing society meant overcoming the road blocks present by reforming
party practices and replacing the spoils system and other forms of partisan
intervention in governing with technical expertise. Experts would now decide
what needed to be done and do it rather than leaving decisions to the manipulable
mass parties relying on illegal or ignorant voters and the execution of policies to ill-
prepared partisan appointees (Hoogenboom 1961; McGerr 1986; Keller 1977).

The case against party was made by both reformers and the leaders of the new
industrialism emerging on the scene. The old parties basically held their ground
but, in a very close electoral climate, defections to reform parties, or interfering
with the partisan-run voting process, had the potential to have a disproportionate
impact on electoral results. A level of uncertainty had crept in among the sureties of
the well-entrenched partisan system (Jensen 2001; Kleppner 1981).

These non-partisan notions of government grew stronger among opinion lea-
ders and the public and began to be enacted into law by legislatures and other
governing bodies as good government reformers and their economically elite allies
gained leverage over the system. They began well-financed and well-publicized
campaigns to loosen the party bosses’ control by changing the rules for nominating
candidates and managing the campaigns and elections. States began to consider
laws mandating the official registration of those who were eligible to vote to guard
against the party bosses’ alleged allowing non-eligibles, including non-citizens, to
vote. In order to prevent other ballot chicanery, reformers also sought to substitute
state-supplied non-partisan ballots in place of the party-provided tickets then in
use. In the government area, the first steps toward a non-partisan civil service were
taken in order to limit the major parties’ control of the appointments process
(Argersinger 1992, 2001; Keller 1977; Keyssar 2000).
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As the spokesmen for the reform impulse made their case for cleaning up the
system, other challenges added to the uneasiness and unrest. There was another
outbreak of third party activity in the 1870s, and thereafter, amid worker unrest and
strikes, and growing fear about the diluting of American values because of the
nation becoming more awash in immigrants than ever, Prohibitionist, anti-immi-
grant nativist, Greenback, and various industrial labor-based coalitions articulating
their dissent from the major parties on economic and cultural behavior grounds
appeared with their own vigorously promoted programs. All of them agreed that
much was going wrong in the nation and the old parties with their hidebound ways
and harping on long-dead issues could no longer be tolerated (Kleppner 1979).

THE SYSTEM OF 1896

Another electoral realignment occurred in the 1890s, this time rooted in the voters’
reaction to a severe economic downturn and the failure of the government of the
day to address the emergency in adequate fashion. Farm prices tumbled, resulting
in rising anger and protests in agricultural areas. There was labor unrest, as well,
fueled by unemployment and their employers’ anti-labor practices, which led to
strikes in urban centers and threats of more to come (Jensen 2001). The Democrat-
ic president Grover Cleveland, who entered office just before the economic col-
lapse, remained true to his party’s traditional outlook and refused to use federal
government machinery or its financial resources to alleviate the impact of the
economic disaster on people in different parts of the country (R. Welch 1988;
Argersinger 2001; Morgan 1963).

The result of economic breakdown and political inadequacy was a noisy, potent
threat to the partisan stability of the era. As in the realignment of the 18s0s, a
significant third party, the Populists, arose to challenge the policies and dominance
of the traditional parties, demanding economic redress by the government in the
face of a depression of some magnitude. They offered significant opposition to the
major parties in the election of 1892. By 1896, many of them, along with some of
their provocative ideas, had united with radical Democrats in several southern and
western states to seize control of the party there and then triumph at its national
convention. But the Republicans fended them off and, running on the promise of
“a full dinner pail,” swept the critical elections of 1894 and 1896 (McSeveney 1972;
Goodwyn 1976; Jensen 1971; Kleppner 1979).

Organizationally, and in practice, the system that arose in the 1890s looked and
behaved much like its predecessor. Political parties were as ubiquitous as ever, and
their basic parameters, both organizationally and in terms of the policies each party
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supported, were familiar. Party activity encapsulated much of the patterns of the
previous age and contained the same management and campaign structure. There
had been, however, changes in the mix of voter support, and, as a result, a further
increase in the sectionalizing of political warfare. The Democrats gained important
additions to their ranks because of the extension and settling in of an anti-Republi-
can Solid South. Republicans improved their lot in the fast-growing urban areas in
the Northeast and Middle West (Marcus 1971; Kousser 1974; Keller 1977).

Most critically, the realignment converted the very close, often stalemated
electoral system of previous decades into a Republican-dominant era. The rural
and southern tilt that the Democrats adopted from 1896 onward repelled some of
their previous urban support, both elites and working-class. The assault by the
Populists and the radicalized Democrats in 1896 frightened the emerging economic
elites headquartered in the big cities and many members of the new urban
professional and managerial middle class. Some defectors drifted back after a
time, but others did not, and their absence continued to hurt the Democrats
badly. Republicans won six of the eight presidential elections from 1896 to 1928,
usually by substantial margins. They only lost when they split badly in 1912 and
1916, with a significant defection from their ranks to the reformist Progressive
Party. But they regained their footing in the next three elections. As the dust settled,
clearly the Republicans were the party of the traditional cultural values of much of
small-town America, big business, and parts of urban America, the Democrats of
the outsider elements in American society, economic and cultural (Kleppner 1987;
Harbaugh 1961).

In the midst of this electoral reaction, the size of the voter pool significantly
changed. Some of the changes reflected the nineteenth century’s march toward
removing existing restrictions on the right to vote. Women were enfranchised, first
in several states, beginning in the late nineteenth century, then nationally by the
Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1920. But, in contrast, there were
successful moves to remove other voters from the list of those eligible to partici-
pate. African Americans in the South were largely disfranchised by a range of
restrictive laws including literacy tests and state poll taxes, as were many poor
whites by the same means. Voter eligibility requirements were tightened by Repub-
lican legislators in northern states in ways that affected recent immigrants through
the imposition of English language literacy tests among other rules that placed
barriers in front of those who sought to vote (Keyssar 2000; Kousser 1974).

Coterminous with the emergence of the system of 1896, structural changes in
partisan activities and organizations also became part of the political equation.
One result of different parts of the country becoming increasingly dominated by
one party was that party organizations in those areas weakened in the absence of
the need to prepare for and fight frequent competitive elections as they had had to
do before. This began a long-term process of the general weakening of party
organizations through their neglect and disuse. New ways of campaigning, and
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new sources of money from economic interest groups, outside the party bosses’
orbit and span of control, also had an impact on the bosses’ control of the political
situation (Jensen 2001; Gidlow 2004).

At the same time, the realignment of the 1890s renewed the challenge to the role
that the parties played in American life. There was a reinvigorated assault on the way
the parties operated and because of what they had turned into—the language of
antipartyism was once more heard as the Progressive movement, rising up after
1900, sought to tame their excesses once and for all. Like the Mugwumps earlier, the
Progressives believed that they had the key to creating the good society and clean,
efficient, democratic, politics and government. To them, like their predecessors, the
parties, their leadership, and their practices were a major barrier to creating the new
and better America, economically and socially, that they envisioned. The Repub-
licans” and Democrats’ ossified outlook, and their obsolete, corrupt, parochial ways
of acting, had to go. Breathing a most moralistic fire, “corruption became a sin” in
Progressive arguments (Jensen 2001, 161), they were determined “to banish all forms
of traditionalism—boss control, corrupt practices, big business intervention in
politics, ‘ignorant’ voting and excessive power in the hands of hack politicians”
(Jensen 1971; see also Sanders 1999; McCormick 1981).

Increasingly the Progressives were able to pass legislation instituting procedures
that would limit the power of the parties and the control of the system by the
bosses. The notion of administrative institutions staffed by non-partisan experts as
superior to patronage and party government in running things began to bear fruit
with the creation of various commissions to provide unprejudiced information to
legislators to make decisions themselves and to supervise how various government
agencies were managed. By the First World War several of these existed to deal
with, and regulate, such important economic matters as tariff policy and corporate
monopoly issues. During the war the government created other such administra-
tive organizations, staffed by experts to deal with the problems of production and
manpower, and ensure the people’s commitment to the war. These wartime addi-
tions were considered temporary but did establish their non-partisan markers on
the political scene (Link and McCormick 1983; Ballard Campbell 1995).

Some reforms to the nominating process were instituted. But most decisions
about candidates continued to be made by bosses at their controlled party con-
ventions. At the polls, despite the continuing intensity of voter commitment, the
restrictions and barriers to participation that had become part of the political
world had their effect. Turnout began to decline significantly in presidential,
congressional, and state elections from its very high numbers of the previous
party system. The impact of non-partisan ballots was also felt as split-ticket voting
increased (Kleppner 1982; Burnham 1986).

Again, however, their impact was not as great as might it have been, given the
agility of political bosses in figuring out how to limit it. Throughout these years
much remained as before as real changes came slowly. Voters in the main remained
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loyal and partisan when they went into the voting booth. The reinforcing party
instruments were weaker than earlier but still operative. Third parties continued to
try to break the majors’ hold. Marxist Socialist and Socialist Labor organizations
pushed radical economic agendas; the Prohibitionists continued their crusade, as
well. But these parties drew a comparatively small portion of the vote, as such
organizations usually had. Still, elections had different qualities to them in this
party system from what they had had in the preceding era. There was now, in short,
a mixture of attitudes and procedures affecting political parties that would last
throughout the first half of the twentieth century (Kleppner 1987). American
politics had crossed a significant divide. It appeared to a number of analysts that
“the party period” that distinguished the years from the 1830s to the 1890s had
ended (McCormick 1986; Keller 2007; Silbey 1991).

THE NEw DEAL PARTY SYSTEM

Another electoral realignment changed the political equation once again. A devas-
tating depression beginning in 1929 was the initiating moment, followed by the
refusal of the incumbent Republican administration to accept the need to help
those most deeply hurt by rising unemployment and dislocation. Out of it came
significant shifts in the parties’ approach to governing. Pushed by the very popular
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s program, there was a sharp change in the
Democratic attitude toward federal power in these years. Combining progressive
ideas of economic regulation with state-level advances in social welfare delivery to
those in need, the party, for the first time, pushed for a much larger role for the
federal government in American society (Hawley 1966; Romasco 1983; Leuchten-
burg 1963).

The New Deal program established, or extended, federal institutions to meet
their goals and staffed them with those political figures and technicians sympa-
thetic to the programs they pushed forward. Most significantly among these
actions, Democrats provided expanded aid and security to the poor and unem-
ployed, establishing social policies not earlier seen at the federal level. The New
Deal Democrats also used federal power to try to get the economy moving again
through government loans, guarantees, subsidies, and similar interventions
(Leuchtenburg 1963; Hawley 1966; Romasco 1983).

The Republicans recoiled in horror and fought against the New Deal’s regulative
expansion of the federal government and development of the Social Security state,
accompanied as they were by increased taxes and government actions indicating
the Democrats’ strong commitment to labor. Largely under big business control
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through the 1920s, they became more the party that asserted the propriety of
state power over the federal in dealing with the kinds of issues—regulation and
welfare—that were now at the center of national politics (J. Patterson 1972;
Leuchtenburg 1963).

There was a significant rupture of existing voter commitments as the New Deal
took hold. The impulses that led voters to choose one or the other party—
economic interest, cultural values, attitudes toward government authority—
continued to operate. For the first time, however, there was a widespread class
dimension to party support—certainly more than had existed at earlier moments
of party history. Republicans drew strength from the middle class in their base in
the small-town Protestant heartland, and from industrial elites fearful of Demo-
cratic radicalism and challenge to big business. The Democrats retained from the
previous system their hold on the Solid South, and much of the urban working
class and Irish Catholics mobilized by the big city machines. They also began to
attract African American voters who had been loyal Republicans since the days of
Abraham Lincoln but who now were benefiting from the New Deal’s security
programs. All of these reacted positively to the Democrats’ blaming the Repub-
licans for the economic collapse so that running against the failed president
Herbert Hoover became the stock-in-trade of Democratic campaigning for more
than twenty-five years (Anderson 1979; Leuchtenburg 1963).

There were always some anomalies in these patterns, to be sure, and both parties
had internal conflicts because of their mixed support (southern Democrats were
uncomfortable with their party’s commitment to an expansive federal authority,
for example) (Leuchtenburg 2005; Lichtman 1976). But, whatever differences
existed among party groups, the Democrats’ approach clearly caught the mood,
and needs, of the country in the 1930s. Franklin Roosevelt’s appeal was, at first,
partisan and continued to be so to a great extent thereafter. It was also personal.
Republicans hated him, but many Americans adored him and what he had done for
them whatever his party identification. Like earlier presidents in trying times,
Jackson, Ulysses S. Grant, and William McKinley, Roosevelt became a powerful
positive political symbol who, for a time, rose above normal political adulation to
something much greater and more intense. The programs that he championed,
while more limited than many of his supporters hoped for owing to the resistance
of powerful conservative influences within his party, were seen as the most critically
important that had ever been enacted on the domestic scene (so powerful was the
appeal of the New Deal’s programs that some Republicans began to support such
legislation as well) (Leuchtenburg 1983; Donald Johnson 1960).

The hothouse years of the 1930s reinvigorated the party system. The New Deal
drew committed millions to both parties’ ranks because of the economic policies of
the Roosevelt government. The surge to the Democrats from 1932 onward was
dramatic. They routed the Republicans in the next presidential election and
commanded Congress by large margins. That was only the beginning. For the
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first time since the Civil War era, they enjoyed a majority of the two-party popular
vote in the country. They won five straight presidential elections between 1932 and
1948, a feat that had never occurred before, and controlled Congress for an even
longer time span. Even where there was a reaction against them, they kept their
command, with the Republicans only breaking through in 1946 (briefly) and in
1952 and 1956. After each Republican gain they fell back again and the Democrats
regained control. The American voters (or at least the largest bloc of them) had
become Democrats (Angus Campbell et al. 1960). The Republicans, who had ruled
for so long, were bewildered, frustrated, hostile to FDR’s dominance, and, in their
bitterness, internally contentious. But they could do little to escape their situation
(J. Patterson 1972; R. Smith 1982).

Roosevelt benefited his party in another way beside his appeal. As the institu-
tions of government expanded and grew in power and scope, he did not hesitate to
use the organizations run by urban political bosses and their counterparts in rural
America to push and manage his programs and get out the vote on their behalf in
the face of the bitter opposition of the Republicans. The technological and bureau-
cratic values that had dominated reformers’ hope for better government re-
mained—in fact, they were reinvigorated. But the Democrats believed that only
they were willing to nurture the kind of government that had grown up during the
economic emergency. They were not ashamed to staff the agencies with their
partisans as being in the best interests of the country (Dorsett 1977; Leuchtenburg
1963).

The Democrats’ administrative state grew further during the Second World War
and was reinforced and further expanded during the Cold War that followed.
During the war the nation’s economy boomed, opportunities opened up that
had not been present earlier, and employment surged. The Social Security state
expanded even further with the passage of the GI Bill providing educational and
other benefits for military veterans and the further extension of government
assistance in promoting the economy and protecting the less fortunate. These
were the golden years of federal government authority, and the Democrats reaped
full benefits from their championing of it as the party of Roosevelt, the party of the
common man. It was a powerful attraction to many Americans (J. Patterson 2001).

THINGS FALL APART

In the 1950s, Democratic control temporarily weakened as postwar readjustments,
angst and fear based on the onset of the Cold War, the threat of internal subversion,
and the exposure of political corruption cost the Roosevelt coalition the presidency
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to a wildly popular Republican candidate, Dwight Eisenhower. Not for the first
time, a military hero propelled a party forward. Normally Democratic voters
flocked to him in great numbers. But they were won back to their party homes
and the Democrats quickly regained control of Congress, and then the presidency
in what analysts call John F. Kennedy’s close “reinstating election” in 1960, followed
by a rout of their opponents in 1964. The New Deal party system was still alive as
the Democrats reached the height of their support and achievements with the
further extension of their domestic policy goals in the mid-1960s. President Lyndon
Johnson’s war on poverty, and the federal government’ vigorous support of the
civil rights revolution, all kept the party dominant for a generation after the Second
World War (Angus Campbell et al. 1960, 1966).

Then things fell apart. As the New Deal faded from memory and its influence on
a new generation of voters sagged, the Democrats did as well, intensified by the
power of a number of long-range and immediate realities. First, the New Deal’s
administrative state, with its focus on welfare, employment, unemployment, and
Social Security, replaced the political machines as the basic provider of services for
voters in need (S. Fraser and Gerstle 1989). Second, the civil rights revolution
alienated southern whites, who feared the growing power of the federal govern-
ment to alter social norms (E. Black and Black 2002). Third, there was, in the midst
of the Vietnam War and the further development of the civil rights revolution, a
sharp backlash against conventional politics and their institutions. Neither party
was seen by both angry dissenters and some formerly loyal supporters as better
than the other in its willingness to face up to the nation’s foreign and domestic
problems. To many, political decisions had to be made more in protest marches,
picketing, and disruption than by working through the two parties and voting
regularly. A solid core resisted such negative behavior, but for a time it seemed to
dominate the political world. And it had a significant impact in the years that
followed (Petrocik 1981; Jensen 2001; Burnham 1982).

The chaos of the riotous 1968 Democratic national convention seemed to
symbolize the collapse of organizing and mediating institutions in American
politics. Democrats reacted to the disorder by passing internal reforms to open
up their party and its nominating process further than it had ever been. But in
doing so they made things even more difficult for themselves to forge unity and
encourage realistic campaign efforts. To many voters liberalism and its ways had
brought on social turmoil, frustration, and the threat of chaos on the home front.
Their anger was manifested at the polls. Beginning in 1968, the Republicans won
four out of the next five presidential elections (Ladd with Hadley 1975; S. Fraser and
Gerstle 1989; Jensen 2001).

The period since the late 1960s presents a challenging problem for the long-
dominant way of thinking about the patterns of party history (Bruce Campbell and
Trilling 1979). The sharp reaction against the Democrats did not result in a critical
realignment and a new, supposedly the sixth, party system. The Democrats
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remained in control of Congress much of the time even as the Republicans
dominated presidential elections. Amid continued falloff in turnout at the polls,
split-ticket voting rose as voters no longer automatically supported party tickets,
and choosing an attractive candidate became more important as many voters
moved from one party nominee to the other party’s choice as they voted for
different offices. The number of voters who declared themselves independent of
either major party increased. The electorate, or at least part of it, was not realigning
but dealigning instead (Nie, Verba, and Petrocik 1970; Ladd 1980, 1991).

The explosion of challenges to the system and the loudly expressed disdain for
the parties and their conventional ways severely shook the normal patterns of New
Deal era politics. The force of the assault lasted into the next decade and beyond.
Changes in campaign finance laws and the rise of political action committees
independent of parties, candidate-centered nominating and campaigning organi-
zations, and of single issue groups, similarly unanchored to either party, had their
effect. There was a continuation of the decline in party loyalty. And as people
thought of themselves as not being loyalists to one or the other of the major parties,
and engaged in more candidate-centered, as against partisan, voting behavior,
active hostility to the parties continued to grow as well. Candidates often masked
their party identity when they campaigned with their literature, emphasizing their
individual virtues instead. There was an increase in the number of safe seats in
Congress and the waning of the importance of presidential coattails so that
significant across-the-board electoral overturns or an across-the-board electoral
realignment was not as possible. All of this had an impact beyond the voting booth.
The parties’ mediating function between the demands of society and the govern-
ment significantly lessened. Whatever else was happening, all of it demonstrated a
lack of commitment to the main political parties (Keller 2007; Wattenberg 1984;
Ladd 1978; Pomper 1977; Ware 1985).

Despite such outbursts and their downward spiral as positive institutions in the
minds of the American people, the two parties continued to operate in the post-
1968 years and remained important to many Americans. Intense partisan cadres
remained on the scene and were influential in primaries, campaigns, Congress, and
other government offices. But it became increasingly clear that much about them
was very different from what had been the norm in earlier years. Their role had
clearly significantly narrowed. They were no longer alone on the political playing
fields. Party leaders lost control of the nomination of candidates, party-centered
campaigns continued to fade before the success of the proliferation of many more
sources of campaign arguments outside the parties; and there was more federal
regulation of their activities and in the realm of campaign finance. There was clear
fragmenting of parties and the ways they appealed to voters. The rise of the
importance of non-partisan, often anti-partisan, media, television for example,
in the shaping and communicating of political messages, and in defining the
virtues and deficiencies of a candidate and his or her policies, became the norm,
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an especially important one given its generally skeptical attitude toward political
parties and their product. Later, the growth of the Internet opened up an easily
accessible world of blogs, commentary, and insider information, available to all,
unrefined by party leaders (Keller 2007; Milkis 1993; Pomper 1977).

The force of all of this further hastened the continued loss of party primacy in
American politics, a degenerative pattern that had been going on, with an occa-
sional uptick along the way, since the 1890s. They seemed to be fading into
irrelevance. Their long history seemed to be ending in confusion, fragmentation,
and irreversible decline—not realignment, renewal, and continued relevance.
As the journalist David Broder summed up the situation in the title of his book
about these matters, “the party’s over” (Wattenberg 1984, 1991; McCormick 1982;
Lichtman 1982; Broder 1972). To be sure, there were contrary arguments offered
(Clubb, Flanigan, and Zingale 1980). Not every scholar believed that matters had
changed all that much from earlier times. Burnham titled an article on the subject
“Realignment Lives” (Burnham 1996; but compare Ladd 1980). There was increased
partisan polarization in the 1990s as the Republicans regained control of the House
of Representatives and vigorously set themselves against a Democratic president.
But the perceived revival of party was a limited one. Whatever the intensity of the
partisan commitment and behavior of party leaders and some of their followers,
such did not penetrate deeply into the American psyche as had been the norm in
earlier times (Wattenberg 1991; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). Parties remained necessary.
But they had clearly lost many of the weapons and attitudes that gave them the kind
of role that they had played throughout the history of the United States under the
Constitution—and sent scholars back to the drawing board to think through what
this checkered ending to a compelling story suggests about our understanding
and the possible need to develop a new organizational paradigm (Shafer 1991;
Maisel 1994).



CHAPTER 7

THE EVOLUTION
AND ALTERATION
OF AMERICAN
PARTY COALITIONS

MARK D. BREWER

THEexisting rules of the game dictate that party competition in the United States is a
two-player affair. Since the end of the Civil War, the Democratic and Republican
parties have been those two players, engaged in a fierce competition for electoral
success and control of government power. The nature of this competition, however,
has changed over time. One of the biggest examples of change involves the parties’
electoral coalitions. America’s two-party system, combined with the highly hetero-
geneous nature of American society, almost by necessity means that the two parties
that comprise that system at any one time will be big-tent and multi-winged in
nature, with each exhibiting a good deal of internal diversity. This has been true of
both the Republicans and the Democrats over the course of their respective histories.

As John Petrocik (1981) correctly points out, American electoral politics is a group-
based politics, at least from the perspective of the parties. As they approach each election
cycle, the leaders of the Democratic and Republican parties survey the American
populace with an eye toward determining which social and demographic groups they
might be able to draw into their respective ranks successfully. It is worth remembering
that while parties and their candidates are after the votes of individuals, they most often
pursue these individual votes with messages and appeals directed toward specific
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groups. Voters recognize the group nature of the parties; as Donald Green and his
colleagues (2002) demonstrate, voters think about and understand parties as being
both collections and champions of particular groups present in American society. It is
this collection of groups that accounts for their internal diversity of American parties.

While intraparty diversity has been constant, the groups that make up the parties’
variegated coalitions have not. The electoral coalitions of both the Republican and
Democratic parties have changed a good deal over time. Part of this coalitional
evolution is due to the social change that has been a constant feature of American
society. Immigration, changes in residential patterns, alterations in socioeconomic
status, policy changes that contract or (in most cases) expand the electorate, shifts in
family structure—the list could go on and on—are all examples of instances in which
social change creates at least the possibility of party coalition change. Change in a
party’s mix of group support can also come about as a consequence of specific events.
Events of unusually high importance or magnitude—such as the Great Depression or
the civil rights movement of the 1960s—are especially likely to create an opportunity
for the alteration of partisan coalitions. The rise of new issues in the American public
dialogue also opens the door for shifts in the parties’ coalitions, especially if the new
issues become highly salient. Another source of coalition change lies within the parties
themselves; any time a party decides to support and pursue a particular policy goal, it
creates at least the possibility of a change in the existing patterns of group support as
groups do not evaluate and react to individual policies in a similar fashion. In many
instances these opportunities for change work in combination, thereby increasing the
likelihood that change in the parties’ electoral coalitions will actually occur.

Looked at in this fashion, stability in partisan coalitions is often not in the cards;
indeed, the deck appears to be heavily stacked in favor of change. The nature of
change at any particular time, however, is highly uncertain, especially to the parties
themselves. Party leaders spend inordinate amounts of time speculating on what
change will look like, trying to determine its source(s), timing, magnitude, and
duration, among other characteristics. But the reality is that the high levels of
uncertainty present make nailing down the specifics of change—at least before it
happens—extremely difficult, even for those party leaders whose very success or
failure depends on their ability to do just that. Indeed, it seems as though the best
calculations of even the most perceptive party leaders are just as likely to be wildly
off the mark as they are spot on. American party history is littered with the
wreckage of what seemed to be perfectly reasonable (at the time) plans for electoral
success that instead resulted in failure on election day. The 1896 presidential
election provides a perfect example of this reality. In that contest the Democrats
and their presidential nominee, William Jennings Bryan, designed a plan aimed at
combining the agrarian interests of the South and West and the urban working
class of the Northeast and Midwest into a broad-reaching coalition of the less
affluent in American society. These groups had been ignored by the Republican



AMERICAN PARTY COALITIONS 123

Party, so such a strategy on the part of the Democrats seemed, and indeed was,
entirely reasonable. But this plan failed, some would say in spectacular fashion.

It is the uncertain nature of change in American electoral politics that, at least in
part, makes the subject so interesting. The Democratic and Republican parties are
constantly taking the measure of American society, trying to determine how—given
the broad, programmatic goals of the party—they can best appeal to voters and gain
control of government through victory on election day. A key component of this
process involves deliberation among party leaders as to what is the most feasible way
to construct a winning electoral coalition. Correct answers are not easy to come by.
Widespread agreement among the various leaders and factions present within a
particular party is rare, and competition and disagreement among supporters of
various plans of attack often become quite intense. Such a situation is more likely to
be seen in the party that is out of power at a particular point in time, but can manifest
itself within the party that currently holds power as well. The bottom line is that even
under the best of circumstances a party can never be certain that its plan for
constructing a winning electoral coalition will be successful. In American politics,
opportunities for both the Democrats and Republicans to cobble together successful
coalitions are always present (even when things might seem darkest for a party), but
these opportunities always come with a certain amount of risk involved. Clearly more
risk is present in some situations than in others, but risk is always there. Parties can
never know for sure how voters will react to a particular policy stand or candidate;
they can never be certain how an appeal to one group in society will play with other
groups that the party may also want to attract; they can never know for sure how
social change has altered the electorate, how a new issue will affect voters, or what
events might occur that have the potential to alter the electoral playing field.
In addition to all of these unknowns, there is also the fact that the opposing party
is involved in the exact same process, and its decisions also have the potential to
change the equation. Uncertainty abounds, and it is this uncertainty that makes the
American party system so fluid and dynamic (M. Brewer and Stonecash 2009).

This chapter examines the electoral coalitions of both the Republican and
Democratic parties. A heavy emphasis will be placed on mapping partisan change
from the 1930s to the present, explaining how and why change took place, and
examining the meaning of change. Finally, the chapter will close with a discussion
of what this dynamic tells us about electoral change, and a bit of speculation about
what the partisan change of the future might look like.

THE LINGERING IMPACT OF THE NEwW DEAL

To a certain degree the origins of contemporary American party coalitions lie in the
politics of the 1930s, when Franklin Roosevelt gained control of the Democratic
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Party and over time assembled what came to be known as the New Deal coalition.
Indeed, more than sixty years after his death, both parties continue to be shaped by
FDR’s actions and his opponents’ responses to these actions. The continued influence
of the New Deal on today’s politics reminds us of an important lesson regarding party
alignments and coalitions: existing partisan arrangements rarely, if ever, disappear
completely. Even when party relationships and coalitions change, the old patterns
often remain discernible in the new arrangements, intermingling to a certain extent
with the newly established order (Schattschneider 1960; Sundquist 1983).

The Democratic Party of the 1920s was, simply put, a mess. The party had been
in the minority nationally since the mid-1890s, and other than Theodore Roose-
velt’s fracturing of the GOP in 1912 allowing Woodrow Wilson to win the White
House (which he won again in 1916), the Democrats had been consistently shut out
of power at the national level. No other major party in American history suffered
consecutive defeats like the drubbings the Democrats received in the three presi-
dential elections from 1920 to 1928, and only in the South was the party able to win
elections consistently.

These were the circumstances inherited by Franklin Roosevelt when he secured
the Democratic presidential nomination in 1932. But FDR and the Democrats had
reason for optimism. Al Smith, the party’s 1928 presidential candidate, had done
well among immigrant-stock and urban Americans, two increasingly important
segments of the electorate and also two groups that Democrats could reasonably
hope to bring into their coalition. The Great Depression was also in full swing by
1932, making it difficult for the Republican Party and its incumbent president,
Herbert Hoover, to hang onto power.

Roosevelt won the presidency in 1932, and the Democrats also added to their
advantage in the House of Representatives and took control of the Senate. Initially,
however, it was unclear what exactly the Democratic victories actually meant.
Given the depth of economic suffering in 1932, it was incredibly unlikely that the
party in power—in this case, the Republicans—would be left in place by voters,
and FDR’s 1932 campaign was extremely light on the details of what he planned to
do if he won the election. Hope was what Roosevelt promised voters, and in 1932
that was enough for him and his party to return to power after a long period in the
electoral wilderness.

Once in office, however, FDR began laying the groundwork for the New Deal
coalition and approximately three decades of electoral success for the Democratic
Party. The first piece of puzzle assembled by Roosevelt was the one that the
Democrats had been able to count on since the end of Reconstruction—the
South. Some white southerners had abandoned the party in 1928 owing to Smith’s
Catholicism, but they returned to the fold for the safely Protestant Roosevelt. FDR
made sure these southern whites remained in party, being careful not to make
waves on racial issues and accommodating southern Democrats when necessary on
elements of the New Deal (Leuchtenburg 2005).
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In addition to securing the traditionally Democratic South, FDR and the
Democrats moved quickly to appeal to lower- and working-class Americans. By
mid-1935, it was clear that Roosevelt intended to craft a coalition anchored by
America’s have-nots, and he succeeded to a remarkable degree. Indeed, the party
system created by the New Deal was perhaps the height of class-based politics in the
United States, with the Democrats as the party of the less affluent and the Repub-
licans attracting those who were better-off financially (Ladd 1970; Ladd with
Hadley 1975).

Roosevelt also built on the success first realized by Smith in 1928 and assembled
massive Democratic advantages in the big cities of the Northeast and Midwest,
attracting high levels of support from those with immigrant backgrounds, organized
labor, Catholics, and Jews, all groups with a heavy presence in America’s urban areas.
FDR was even able to attract black voters in these areas, despite the Democrats’
strong anti-African American southern wing. After Roosevelt retained the presidency
and Democrats increased their majorities in both houses of Congress in 1936, the
contours of the New Deal coalition were clear: white southerners, the less affluent,
organized labor, Catholics, Jews, urban dwellers, and blacks living outside of the
South (Leuchtenburg 1963; Lubell 1956; A. Schlesinger 1960; Sundquist 1983).

FDR and the Democrats did not assemble this coalition out of whole cloth. Each
of these groups gravitated to the Democratic Party for a reason, and the manner in
which they were brought into the Democratic fold is indicative of how parties try
to craft their coalitions. Heading into the 1932 and then 1936 election cycles,
Roosevelt and the Democratic Party surveyed the electorate in hopes of determin-
ing which groups they might be able to bring into their coalition, and also thought
about how best to attract the members of these groups.

Southern whites’ support of the Democrats stretched back to the Civil War, and as
long as they were left to handle internal race relations as they saw fit their allegiance
to the party was secure. For the have-not portion of the New Deal coalition Roosevelt
and the Democrats delivered specific public policy programs that benefited the
groups in the coalition and locked in their support. The various alphabet soup
programs of the First New Deal, combined with prominent Second New Deal
policies like the establishment of Social Security, the guaranteeing of organized
labor’s right to organize and bargain collectively, and the huge tax increase on the
most affluent provided tangible benefits to the less fortunate groups within the
Democratic coalition and also sent a clear message to these groups that the Demo-
crats were the party looking out for their interests. Republican indifference to have-
nots in American society during the 1920s combined with the Great Depression to
provide the opportunity for the Democrats to craft a new majority coalition in 1932,
but this opportunity was realized and the coalition cemented only when the Demo-
crats used their control of government to enact policies that benefited these groups
(Milkis 1993; Plotke 1996; Ware 2006). In becoming the majority party in the 1930s,
the Democrats saw their opportunities and took advantage.
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PARTY COALITIONS IN THE IMMEDIATE
Post-FDR Era

With FDR winning four presidential elections in a row from 1932 to 1944 and the
Democrats maintaining control of Congress by healthy margins in both chambers,
it is clear that the Republican coalition of the New Deal era was smaller than the
one possessed by the Democrats. But the GOP’s situation in the 1940s was not as
dire as it appeared at first glance. Not all groups became New Deal Democrats.
Even at the height of Roosevelt’s and the Democrats’ popularity and success,
Republicans enjoyed strong support from more affluent Americans, those working
in professional or managerial occupations, rural dwellers (outside of the South),
and non-southern white Protestants. By the mid-1940s Republicans were highly
competitive with the Democrats everywhere other than the South, and in 1946 they
were able to retake control of Congress. While they remained the minority party, it
was clear that GOP fortunes were improving.

Republicans were presented with an opportunity to further grow their coalition
in the late 1940s. By that time it was evident that the Democratic Party outside of
the South had become a relatively liberal party, increasingly primed for govern-
ment action on a variety of fronts (Sundquist 1983). One of the primary areas of
interest for these liberals was the issue of race, particularly increasing equality for
African Americans. Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman, was more willing to act
on civil rights issues than Roosevelt had been, establishing a presidential commis-
sion on the subject in 1946 and desegregating the US military by executive order in
1948. When the Democratic Party inserted a strong (for the time) civil rights plank
in its 1948 platform (which Truman opposed because he feared losing the South),
the door was opened for the Republicans to make inroads in the South. It would
take the party over fifty years to capitalize on this opportunity fully, but the
eventual Republicanization of the South began in 1948 (E. Black and Black 2002;
Carmines and Stimson 1989; Leuchtenburg 2005). Some white southerners voted
for Dixiecrat presidential candidate Strom Thurmond in 1948, and more voted for
Republican Dwight Eisenhower in 1952 and 1956.

The Democrats opened the door for the Republicans in the South, and the GOP
cautiously peeked in. But the party did not barge through the door and embrace the
South as part of its coalition, and it would not do so in full until 1964. Indeed,
although the Republicans won the two presidential elections of the 1950s with
Eisenhower as their candidate, they did so with very little change to the party’s
coalition, and thus very little change to the party’s status in the overall political
alignment of the time. A good deal of Republican success in the presidential contests
of the 1950s can be attributed to the personal popularity of Eisenhower, rather than
to any programmatic goals or policy agendas offered by the GOP (Angus Campbell
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et al. 1960). The Republican Party of the late 1940s and 1950s—at least the wing that
supported presidential candidates like Thomas Dewey and Eisenhower—was a
moderate party, one that was purposely not proposing radical new policy directions
nor attempting to remake its electoral coalition in any meaningful way. The
Republican Party of the 1950s is often described as an “us too” party, one that
presented itself to voters as largely accepting of the Democrats’ New Deal policy
changes but as being able to direct these changes more efficiently. Such descriptions
are for the most part accurate, and despite the GOP control of the presidency in the
1950s, it was clear that the Democrats were still the majority party and that the New
Deal coalition remained largely intact (Milkis 1993; Plotke 1996).

This began to change in the 1960s. Emboldened by their increasing presence
within the party, liberals pushed the Democratic Party further and further left on a
variety of issues as the decade progressed (Mackenzie and Weisbrot 2008). At the
same time a number of changes were taking place that were radically altering the
traditional makeup of American society. The African American civil rights move-
ment often justifiably gets the most attention here, but social change was unfolding
on many other fronts as well. Religion was removed from public schools by the
federal courts, while at the same time sex education was being introduced into the
classroom. Traditional family arrangements were changing as an increasing num-
ber of women were leaving the home and entering the paid workforce as the so-
called second wave of the feminist movement gathered steam. Births to unmarried
women skyrocketed, especially among teenagers. The number of divorces began to
rise as well. By the end of the 1960s the sexual revolution was in full force, the
counterculture was firmly ensconced among young people on college campuses
across the nation, and the first stirrings of a homosexual rights movement had
manifested themselves. Together these issues would come to be referred to collec-
tively as social or cultural issues, and over time their emergence would have a large
impact on American politics (J. Hunter 1991; Leege et al. 2002; Scammon and
Wattenberg 1970). But this development would take time, and to discuss it here
would be getting ahead of ourselves. For now it is enough to note that much
change took place in a short period of time, resulting in an incredibly unsettled
environment (M. Brewer and Stonecash 2007).

The unsettled nature of 1960s America eventually moved into the political realm
as well. As the Democratic Party became increasingly liberal, a growing number of
voices within the Republican Party argued that the way for the GOP to regain the
majority status it had last possessed in the 1920s was for the party to remake itself as
a clearly conservative alternative to the Democrats. These conservative voices
claimed that a growing number of Americans were unhappy with the Democrats’
increasingly liberal direction, opposed to a large and activist federal government,
and uncomfortable with many of the social changes that were occurring. If the
Republicans presented themselves as a clearly conservative party, it was argued,
they would be able to attract the support of those who were disenchanted. These
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Republicans got their wish in 1964 when they gained control of the party and
nominated conservative Barry Goldwater for president. Goldwater was not Thom-
as Dewey or Dwight Eisenhower; he was a conservative across the board, as was
made clear in his 1960 statement of principles The Conscience of a Conservative.
Goldwater’s opposition to the 1964 Civil Rights Act marked him (and by extension
the Republican Party) as conservative on race issues, and it is clear that this shift by
the GOP was crucial in ratcheting up the process of bringing white southerners
into the party (Carmines and Stimson 1989; Carter 1996; Leuchtenburg 2005;
Pomper 1972; N. Rae 1989). But Goldwater was also conservative on other issues
such as taxes and government spending, the proper size and scope of the federal
government, and defense and foreign policy. He was also the first Republican
presidential candidate to present himself as a conservative on cultural issues
(Leege et al. 2002).

Goldwater of course suffered one of the worst defeats in American presidential
election history. But in so doing he set the stage for partisan change to come. By the
end of the 1960s the new issues that emerged in that decade had disrupted the
existing partisan alignment (Nie et al. 1976; Petrocik 1981). The way in which these
1960s disruptions ultimately played out proved crucial to future American politics,
and continue to have relevance today (Aldrich 1995, 1999).

THE HEIGHT OF AMBIGUITY AND THE
RESTORATION OF CLARITY

There is no doubt that issues surrounding the question of race disturbed the partisan
alignment that had grown out of the New Deal (Carmines and Stimson 1989;
Huckfeldt and Kohfeld 1989; Jackman and Jackman 1983). It is also undeniable that
the newly emerging cultural issues of the 1960s served to further destabilize the
political environment, a situation that was exacerbated when the Supreme Court
legalized abortion in 1973 with its decision in Roe v. Wade (Layman 2001; Leege et al.
2002). But in a classic example of the uncertainty discussed at the outset of this
chapter, neither party was quite sure how to react to changed social and political
realities. The clear differentiation between the parties offered in the 1964 presidential
contest between the Republican Goldwater and Democrat Lyndon Johnson was
largely gone by the time the 1968 contest rolled around. In that election Alabama
governor and independent presidential candidate George Wallace regularly claimed
that there was not a “dime’s worth of difference” between Republican candidate
Richard Nixon and Democratic candidate Hubert Humphrey. Clearly Wallace’s
statement was not entirely accurate; there were some meaningful differences between
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Nixon and Humphrey (and by extension their political parties) in 1968, and the
differences between the parties’ presidential candidates were extended in the 1972
contest between Nixon and Democratic nominee George McGovern. However, Nixon
did not campaign as a thorough conservative, as Goldwater had done, nor did he
consistently govern as one. The Democrats reacted to the defeat of the liberal
McGovern in 1972 by nominating southern born-again Christian Jimmy Carter in
1976. While Carter is clearly seen as a liberal today, he was not perceived as one nor did
he run as one in 1976. Indeed, it was difficult to see large-scale meaningful differences
between Carter and his Republican opponent in 1976, Gerald Ford. In some ways
Wallace’s difficulty in distinguishing between the Democrats and Republicans in 1968
could be seen as extending throughout the 1970s as well. Despite rhetoric to the
contrary, the Republican Party continued to essentially go along with the taxing and
spending patterns established by the Democrats during the New Deal era. The
Democratic Party did the same. Neither party seemed to know where it stood on
increasingly controversial cultural issues, except to agree that neither wanted to get
caught on the wrong side of this set of issues. There was greater difference on racial
issues, but even here the racial conservatism of the Republican Party fronted by Nixon
and Ford was not as clear as it had been in the Goldwater GOP. There may have been a
dime’s worth of difference between the parties, but one would have been hard-pressed
to extend that figure to a dollar’s worth of distinction.

Voters noticed this lack of difference between the parties in the 1970s. During that
decade split-ticket voting went up and party identification went down, especially in
the category of self-proclaimed “strong” partisans. Many scholars examining the
electoral politics of that time argued that the electorate had become “dealigned,” and
that voters were increasingly detached from and uninterested in political parties
(Beck 1977, 1979). Elections, it was claimed, were now “candidate-centered,” meaning
that voters ignored partisan labels and determined their vote choice based on the
personal characteristics and issue positions of the individual candidates for office
(Wattenberg 1987, 1998). Parties, it was often argued at the time, had lost their
meaning to voters, and were well on their way to becoming irrelevant.

As James Campbell (2006) recently noted, the benefit of hindsight allows us to
see that claims of dealignment and the fading away of partisanship were overblown
and off course. Partisanship is resurgent in American politics, with its effect on
shaping election outcomes currently at a level not seen for decades (Bartels 2000;
Hetherington 2001; Stonecash 2006). It is the case, however, that Americans relied
less on partisan cues to structure their vote choice in the 1970s, and it is likely that a
good deal of this decline had to do with the perceived lack of meaningful difference
between the parties.

This all changed in the 1980s. Just as they had in 1964, the Republicans nomi-
nated a clear conservative for president in 1980, former actor and California
governor Ronald Reagan. Reagan had long been a favorite of the conservative
wing of the Republican Party, first rising to national attention (at least for his
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politics) with an impassioned televised speech in support of Goldwater in the
waning days of the 1964 campaign. Doing as Goldwater had done in 1964, Reagan
campaigned as a staunch conservative, and the Republican Party had provided
Reagan with a platform to match. Incumbent Jimmy Carter was once again
nominated by the Democrats—although not without a spirited challenge from
Massachusetts Senator Edward Kennedy—and while Carter was certainly not a
liberal in the mold of George McGovern, he still provided a stark contrast
with Reagan. In 1980, voters had a clear choice when they went to the polls on
election day.

For all of their similarities, there was of course one crucial difference between
Goldwater in 1964 and Reagan in 1980: Reagan won. With Reagan’s victory in
1980 and landslide reelection in 1984, conservatives’ control of the Republican Party
was solidified. In addition, Reagan governed in such a way that made the conser-
vative nature of the GOP difficult to miss, even for the most inattentive voters.
On fiscal policy, he successfully enacted what was at the time the largest tax cut
in American history, and desperately (although not terribly successfully) tried to
cut government spending in areas other than defense. He railed against a big
federal government, famously saying in his 1981 inaugural address, “government
is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” On racial issues
Reagan was adamantly opposed to affirmative action and was perceived by African
Americans as at best indifferent and at worst hostile to their interests. On cultural
issues, Reagan’s opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment, his support of a
constitutional amendment banning abortion, and his desire to return prayer to
public schools all served to identify him, and his party, as conservative. By the time
he left office in January 1989 it was clear that the Republicans were the conservative
party, and that the Democrats were the liberal option (Milkis 1993; N. Rae 1992).
This clarity was reflected in the two parties’ coalitions at the end of the Reagan era,
and indeed remains evident in the coalitions of today. In the same way that
Franklin Roosevelt shaped the partisan divisions of his era and beyond, Ronald
Reagan’s influence on America’s party politics is still present two decades after he

left office.

CURRENT PARTISAN COALITIONS

From the mid-1980s forward, there was no more ambiguity about where the
Republicans stood on the ideological spectrum: the party was plainly and coher-
ently conservative. Democrats too did their part in making party divisions clearer
to voters. Already widely seen as a liberal party in the early 1980s, the Democrats
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strengthened this image by nominating two very liberal candidates for president in
1984 and 1988: Walter Mondale and Michael Dukakis respectively. Bill Clinton tried
and to a certain extent succeeded in moderating the Democrats’ image in the 1990s,
but if anything the ideological distinction between the parties grew in that decade
as the Newt Gingrich-led Republican Revolution of 1994 both further cemented
conservatives’ control of the GOP and allowed the Republicans to take over control
of Congress for the first time since the 83rd Congress of 1953—5. The clashes between
Clinton and Gingrich provided Americans with a clear picture of partisan differ-
ence. Images and partisan distinction sharpened still more in the first years of the
twenty-first century as conservative President George W. Bush and his fellow
Republican conservatives in Congress governed in a highly partisan and ideological
manner, drawing the ire of a Democratic Party that remained firmly liberal,
perhaps even more so than it had been in the Clinton years. Voters did not miss
these developments. They recognized that the ideological divide between the
parties had grown significantly from the 1980s forward, and these same voters
increasingly sorted themselves on the basis of these ideological divisions. The
impact of individuals’ ideology on their party identification and vote choice has
increased substantially in recent years (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Saunders
and Abramowitz 2004).

The ideological difference between the parties was not limited to only one or
even a few issue areas; rather, it extended pretty much across the board, in many
ways covering the broad spectrum of issues present in the American polity. By the
1990s the clear economic differences and conflict between the parties that had
existed at least since the New Deal had been joined by equally clear differences and
conflict between Republicans and Democrats over issues surrounding race and
cultural-social concerns. Voters recognized these differences and over time racial
and cultural concerns joined economic ones as significant factors in determining
Americans’ vote choice and partisanship (M. Brewer 2005; Layman and Carsey
20022, 2002b). This development is demonstrated in Table 7.1, which presents
unstandardized logistic regression coefficients for a conservative position on one
economic concern (the role of the government in providing individuals with jobs
and a good standard of living), one racial concern (government aid to blacks), and
one cultural concern (abortion) on Republican presidential vote and also for a
liberal position on these same issues on Democratic presidential vote since 1972
(the first year all three questions were asked in the American National Election
Study, ANES).! All variables (both dependent and independent) are coded as

1 All independent variables are coded as present-absent dichotomies. Guaranteed jobs and
standard of living is derived from vcfo809, with a conservative position indicated by a choice of 5, 6,
or 7 on a 7-point scale where 1 is delineated “government see to job and good standard of living” and
7 is “government let each person get ahead on his own” and a liberal position indicated by a choice of
1, 2, or 3 on the same scale. Aid to blacks is derived from vcfo830, with a conservative position
indicated by a choice of 5, 6, or 7 on a 7-point scale where 1 is delineated “government should help
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Table 7.1 Logistic regression coefficients for a conservative issue position on
Republican presidential vote and a liberal issue position on Democratic
presidential vote, 1972-2004

Year Republican presidential vote Democratic presidential vote
Guaranteed jobs Aid to Abortion Guaranteed jobs  Aid to Abortion
and standard blacks and standard blacks
of living of living

1972 1.04(0.12) 0.69(0.12) 026 (0.11) 1.28(0.13)  0.78(0.12)  0.26 (0.11)
1976  0.72(0.12) 047(0.12) 0.06(0.11) 1.18(0.15)  0.34(0.13) —0.04 (0.11)
1980 096 (0.74) 090 (0.14) 021(0.14) 094 (0.16) 0.84(0.18) —0.32(0.14)
1984  1.27(0.12) 073 (0.13) 049 (0.12) 1.03(0.14) 0.83(0.13) 0.35(0.12)
1988  1.08(0.13) 0.61(0.13) 049 (0.12) 099(0.16)  1.02(0.16)  0.39 (0.12)
1992  0.83(0.11) 060(0.11) 084(0.11) 099(0.13) 0.76(0.14)  0.56 (0.11)
1996  1.39(0.15) 0.78(0.15) 1.01(0.14) 1.17(0.18)  1.08 (0.21)  0.80 (0.13)
2000 034 (0.16) 023 (0.17) 097(0.12) 1.03(0.24) 039 (0.25) 0.86(0.12)
2004  1.37(0.16) 097 (0.16) 0.88(0.16) 1.34(0.19) 1.37(0.23)  0.75(0.16)

Note: Presidential vote is coded 1 for Republican (or Democratic) vote and 0 if otherwise. See n. 1 for coding of
independent variables. Figures presented are unstandardized logistic regression coefficients with standard
errors in parentheses. Coefficients significant at the .05 level or better are in italic.

Source: American National Election Studies (2005).

presence—absence dichotomies and no control variables are utilized, which means
that all coefficients are comparable. As Table 7.1 shows, conservative and liberal
positions on these issues are significant predictors of Republican and Democratic
presidential vote respectively in all but five of fifty-four instances possible here.
These results also indicate that the impact of views on aid to blacks and abortion
has grown over time and now approaches (and in a few instances exceeds) that of
individuals’ opinion on the role of government in providing jobs and ensuring a
good standard of living.

minority groups/blacks” and 7 is “minority groups/blacks should help themselves” and a liberal
position indicated by a choice of 1, 2, or 3 on the same scale. For 1972 and 1976 abortion position is
derived from vcfo837 with a conservative position delineated by a choice of “by law, abortion should
never be permitted” or “abortion should be permitted only if the life and health of the woman is in
danger” and a liberal position delineated by a choice of “abortion should be permitted if, due to
personal reasons, the woman would have difficulty in caring for the child” or “abortion should never
be forbidden, since one should not require a woman to have a child she doesn’t want.” For 1980-2004,
abortion position is derived from vcfo838 with a conservative position delineated by a choice of “by
law, abortion should never be permitted” or “the law should permit abortion only in case of rape,
incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger” and a liberal position delineated by a choice of “the law
should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or danger to the woman’s life, but only
after the need for the abortion has been clearly established” or “by law, a woman should always be able
to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal choice.” For a similar analysis involving party
identification, see Brewer (2005).
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This extension of partisan conflict can also be seen in the evolution of the
parties’ coalitions. Table 7.2 illustrates this evolution for the Democratic Party’s
coalition by focusing on twelve social and demographic groups that have been
critical to the party’s success for at least some portion of the years 1952—2004. Table
7.2 presents the percentage of each group that voted for the Democratic presiden-
tial candidate in each year (the first figure in each cell) and the percentage of all
Democratic presidential voters who possessed the group characteristic in question
(the figure in parentheses).2 The first figure represents the Democratic preference
or bias of the group in question, while the second figure demonstrates the group’s
place in the overall Democratic coalition. The groups in the first seven columns are
those that formed the core of the Democrats’ New Deal coalition, while those in the
last five are groups that have become more important components of the party
over time.

Unfortunately the ANES did not begin in full until 1952 (there was a very small
pilot study in 1948); therefore, we cannot begin our empirical examination at the
height of the New Deal coalition. But even with the immense personal popularity
of Republican Dwight Eisenhower cutting into the traditional support groups, the
outline of the New Deal coalition crafted by FDR is still visible in Table 7.2. Those
in the bottom third of the income distribution, southern whites, individuals
residing in union households, Roman Catholics, and urban dwellers were all
relatively large components of the party’s coalition even as they drifted toward
Eisenhower, while Jews and African Americans (mostly outside of the South
because the overwhelming majority of blacks in that region could not vote until
after the civil rights movement and legislation of the 1960s) were smaller but highly
supportive groups within the party. Indeed, in 1960—the election that may reason-
ably be seen as the last where the entire New Deal coalition was intact—these
groups all remained key components of the Democrats’ base (southern whites less
so and Roman Catholics more so in that particular election owing to Kennedy’s
Catholicism).

We see the Democratic Party’s coalition slowly begin to change in the 1960s. Part
of this change involved the gradual decay of the New Deal coalition (Stanley,
Bianco, and Niemi 1986; Stanley and Niemi 1991, 2001). The most glaring element
of this decay was the rapid decline in Democratic support among southern whites
as both their support of the party’s presidential candidates and their percentages of

2 A case can be made that party identification would have been the more appropriate dependent
variable here, as the primary focus of this analysis is on the coalitions of the Democratic and
Republican parties as wholes. This is the approach taken by Stanley and Niemi (1991, 2001) and
Stanley, Bianco, and Niemi (1986) in their examination of partisan coalitions. Presidential vote is used
here instead primarily for two reasons. First, what ultimately matters in determining election
outcomes and control of government power is vote choice, not party identification. Second, changes
in presidential voting patterns among groups often manifest themselves well before changes in group
partisanship. The recent shifts in the South are an example of this.



Table 7.2 Group components of the Democratic presidential coalition, 1952-2004

Year Bottom  Southern Union Roman Jews Urban African Women Low religious  Northeast  Latinos Not married
income Whites® households  Catholics dwellers  Americans salience Residents® or widowed
third
1952 44 (29) 50 (16) 55 (36) 52 (29) 72 (7) 49 (39) 80 (8) 41 (47) 44 (41) 41 (27)
1956 43 (32) 51 (22) 52 (37) 46 (27) 77 (8) 45 (28) 64 (6) 37 (48) 42 (38) 32 (23) 44 (10)
1960 47 (25) 52 (20) 63 (33) 82 (38) 91 (7) 63 (29) 74 (7) 47 (49) 55 (38) 49 (30) 46 (8)
1964 73 (34) 58 (14) 83 (32) 79 (29) 89 (4) 73 (31) 100 (13) 69 (56) 69 (36) 74 (27) 70 (11)
1968 42 (31) 26 (11) 48 (29) 56 (31) 84 (6) 53 (33) 97 (20) 43 (58) 38 (38) 46 (28) 47 (17)
1972 41 (28) 20 (10) 42 (31) 39 (28) 69 (4) 50 (35) 86 (21) 38 (60) 40 (51) 40 (27) 52 (27)
1976 60 (31) 46 (16) 64 (31) 57 (29) 70 (3) 55 (30) 94 (15) 51 (56) 51 (43) 54 (24) 56 (22)
1980 52 (34) 35 (20) 50 (33) 41 (23) 48 (4) 56 (39) 92 (26) 42 (59) 38 (45) 38 (19) 44 (27)
1984 56 (31) 31 (13) 56 (31) 46 (30) 69 (4) 59 (32) 87 (21) 45 (61) 43 (46) 39 (18) 53 (6) 48 (32)
1988 57 (26) 32 (12) 58 (26) 52 (29) 73 (3) 62 (32) 90 (20) 50 (59) 47 (44) 45 (18) 70 (9) 54 (34)
1992 60 (32) 38 (14) 54 (29) 50 (26) 76 (4) 63 (33) 91 (22) 52 (58) 53 (50) 54 (22) 64 (6) 59 (37)
1996 68 (30) 41 (17) 67 (25) 55 (27) 92 (4) 61 (31) 96 (18) 59 (60) 60 (47) 61 (19) 75 (8) 61 (33)
2000 59 (34) 35(17) 60 (18) 50 (27) 89 (5) 69 (20) 91 (18) 56 (61) 56 (46) 55 (19) 56 (5) 59 (39)
2004 57 (33) 33 (14) 64 (24) 50 (25) 76 (5) 87 (26) 52 (57) 54 (51) 51 (18) 57 (7) 55 (44)

Note: First figure represents the percentage of a particular group voting Democratic for president, while the figure in parentheses represents the percentage of all Democratic presidential voters who
possessed the group characteristic in question. Low religious salience is those who attend religious services seldom, never, or did not have a religious preference (1952-68) and those who attend
religious services only a few times a year, never, or those who did not have a religious preference (1972-2004). Certainly it would be desirable to have an indicator of religious salience that
encompasses more that just church attendance, as Wald and Smidt (1993) and Guth and Green (1993) point out. However, church attendance is the only measure of religious salience available in the
ANES for all of the years under examination in this study. Jews are marked by small Ns, and thus readers are urged to use caution when examining the results for this group.

@ South is defined as the eleven states of the Confederacy.
® Northeast is defined as Conn., Me., Mass., NH, NJ, NY, Pa., RI, and Vt.
Source: American National Election Studies (2005).
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total Democratic voters dropped precipitously (E. Black and Black 2002; Lublin
2004; Shafer and Johnston 2006). The same was true, although to a much lesser
extent, for voters in union households and Roman Catholics. Among the other
traditional New Deal coalition groups, support among those in the bottom income
third, Jews, and urban dwellers remained relatively stable during this period, while
African Americans became a much larger component of the party’s base, a devel-
opment that reflected both the increased clarity of differences between the parties
on racial issues and the growth in the ability of blacks in the South to actually vote.
It was also during these years that women first began their move into the Demo-
cratic coalition, a trend that would become increasingly evident in future years
(Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, and Lin 2004; Sanbonmatsu 2002a; Wolbrecht 2000).

Table 7.2 starkly demonstrates the strong impact of the Reagan era on partisan
coalitions—in this case for the Democratic Party. Reagan’s—and by extension the
Republican Party’s—strong preference to rely on free markets to determine econom-
ic outcomes and equally strong opposition to most social welfare programs reener-
gized Democratic support among those in the lower third of the family income
distribution. The same is true among union household voters and urban dwellers,
and to a lesser extent for Catholics as well. Blacks and Jews remained important parts
of the Democratic coalition, and support for the party among women continued to
slowly increase as well. All of these groups had good policy-related reasons for siding
with the Democrats and against the increasingly conservative GOP, again highlight-
ing the important place of public policy in partisan change.

The groups that were important to the Democratic coalition in the 1980s remain
central elements of the party’s base today. Less affluent Americans, voters from
union households, Jews, those who reside in urban areas, African Americans, and
women are all highly supportive of Democratic presidential candidates, and each of
these groups (with the exception of Jews) also represents a sizeable percentage of all
Democratic presidential voters. Democratic support is not as high among Roman
Catholics as it once was, but this group does still account for a relatively large
percentage of Democratic voters.

We also see that the partisan and ideological clarity discussed earlier in this
chapter has brought some new groups into the Democratic fold. Those Americans
with low levels of religious salience—both attracted by the Democrats’ liberalism
on social issues and repelled by the GOP conservatism on this same front—have
increased their Democratic support (Layman 2001), as have residents of the
Northeast, a region of the US where social liberalism is more likely to be warmly
received (Speel 1998). Latinos—a rapidly growing segment of the American elec-
torate—have shown themselves to be relatively Democratic, attracted by the party’s
stand on economic issues and its image as more sympathetic to the concerns and
issues of immigrants (de la Garza 2004).

Following the model of Table 7.2, Table 7.3 presents the Republican presidential
vote (first figure) and total percentage of all GOP presidential voters (figure in



Table 7.3 Group components of the Republican presidential coalition, 1952-2004

Year Top income  Non-southern Rural Professional ~ Southern White High White Roman  Suburban  Married or
third white dwellers and whites men religious evangelical Catholics dwellers widowed
Protestants managerial salience  Protestants
1952 61 (47) 71 (60) 62 (38) 68 (20) 50 (11) 59 (45) 59 (40) 48 (19) 62 (33)
1956 62 (36) 71 (60) 59 (47) 66 (21) 47 (14) 57 (45) 59 (45) 54 (21) 64 (30) 60 (91)
1960 52 (46) 71 (71) 54 (55) 58 (21) 45 (17) 48 (43) 50 (47) 60 (22) 18 (8) 54 (29) 50 (90)
1964 41 (50) 43 (61) 32 (39) 46 (29) 42 (20) 36 (48) 33 (45) 35 (19) 21 (16) 38 (37) 32 (90)
1968 50 (38) 65 (63) 51 (46) 54 (26) 43 (16) 51 (43) (44) 50 (22) 37 (18) 50 (33) 47 (86)
1972 68 (40) 74 (51) 69 (45) 65 (24) 80 (22) 71 (45) 1(33) 80 (23) 59 (24) 68 (36) 67 (86)
1976 57 (47) 61 (53) 51 (39) 58 (31) 53 (18) 53 (42) (32) 54 (22) 41 (21) 50 (37) 50 (83)
1980 56 (35) 61 (43) 57 (38) 53 (31) 60 (27) 60 (46) 58 (32) 59 (21) 50 (22) 58 (44) 54 (80)
1984 69 (42) 72 (45) 61 (35) 61 (30) 69 (20) 67 (43) 60 (30) 74 (23) 54 (25) 65 (49) 61 (75)
1988 61 (43) 66 (46) 56 (33) 54 (34) 68 (22) 62 (43) 54 (32) 72 (25) 47 (23) 58 (50) 56 (75)
1992 9 (45) 44 (42) 37 (33) 34 (32) 46 (23) 38 (44) 46 (40) 43 (37) 30 (22) 37 (48) 39 (80)
1996 48 (42) 49 (38) 38 (31) 43 (45) 51 (29) 49 (50) 51 (40) 43 (33) 37 (26) 43 (47) 41 (77)
2000 51 (35) 53 (29) 51 (18) 45 (42) 61 (34) 54 (42) 58 (38) 64 (27) 49 (30) 48 (24) 51 (74)
2004 57 (36) 64 (35) 43 (31) 67 (27) 60 (41) 59 (29) 77 (34) 48 (24) 55 (67)

Note: First figure represents the percentage of a particular group voting Republican for president, while the figure in parentheses represents the percentage of all Republican
presidential voters who possessed the group characteristic in question. High religious salience is those who attend religious services every week.

Source: American National Election Studies (2005).
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parentheses) for eleven groups that have been important elements of the Republi-
can party’s coalition for at least some period of time since 1952. The groups in the
first four columns—rvoters in the upper third of the income distribution, non-
southern white Protestants, rural dwellers, and those with professional or manage-
rial occupations—were the GOP’s counter of the Democrats’ New Deal coalition,
as evidenced by both the support and size percentages for these groups from 1952 to
1960. As was the case for the Democrats, the Republicans have also seen changes to
this coalition over time. Two of these core groups—more affluent individuals and
non-southern white Protestants—have remained quite supportive of the GOP over
time. More affluent voters did reduce their support of Republican presidential
candidates in the 1990s, but they returned to the Republican fold in 2004. The haves
in American society remain critical components of the Republican coalition
(Stonecash 2000). Non-southern white Protestants followed almost the same
pattern, but it is important to note that the percentage of all Republican presiden-
tial voters accounted for by this group has declined dramatically over time. Those
who work in managerial or professional occupations were for years highly sup-
portive of the Republican presidential candidate. This changed in 1992, and to this
point has stayed changed although the group does still account for a relatively large
percentage of all Republican voters. Rural voters follow essentially the same pattern
as the managers and professionals, although their percentage of all GOP voters has
shrunk over time, likely owing at least in part to the decrease in the percentage of
Americans living in rural areas.

While these elements of continuity are certainly important, the perhaps more
interesting components of the GOP coalition lie in the groups that have been added
over time. Remember, the Republicans were the minority party in the New Deal
party system, and thus they were under the most pressure to alter and expand their
coalition. The fact that the GOP has won seven of eleven presidential elections since
1968 shows that the party was able to accomplish these tasks. One of the most
important groups that Republicans have added to their coalition is southern
whites. In some ways the GOP’s addition of white southerners began with Eisen-
hower in the 1950s, but as Black and Black (2002) make clear, it was Reagan who
finally locked these voters into the party’s coalition. Indeed, only white southerner
Bill Clinton was able to prevent the Republican candidate from receiving at least 60
percent of the vote among this group since 1980.

The size of white southerners in the overall Republican coalition has grown as
well.3 In a group with a fair amount of overlap with southern whites, white

3 From 1960 to 1988 white evangelical Protestant religious tradition is determined using vcfo128a
in combination with the variable for race of the respondent in the ANES Cumulative Data File
(American National Election Studies 2005). This classification scheme is not without problems.

The most significant has to do with the classification of Baptists. Prior to 1972 the ANES survey
instrument did not differentiate among Baptists, meaning that during this period some Baptists are
misclassified in the division of Protestants into mainline and evangelical traditions. There is simply no
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evangelical Protestants have also become increasingly important elements of the
Republican coalition. When this development is combined with the increased GOP
support by voters for whom religion is highly salient, we can see how the increased
cultural conservatism of the Republicans enabled them to increase the size of their
electoral coalition (Layman 2001; Leege et al. 2002). Cultural issues also likely
account for at least some of the growth in Republican support among Catholics,
although the increasing affluence of this group is relevant as well.

We also see that white men have been quite supportive of Republican candidates
since 1972 (with the exception of 1992), although their overall contribution to the
Republican coalition does not match that of women to the Democratic coalition
(Edsall 2006; Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999). Suburban voters—always relatively
supportive of Republican candidates—increased their total contribution to the
party’s base from the 1960s through the 1990s (Lassiter 2006; McGirr 2001).

satisfactory way to deal with this problem. From 1990 to 1996, the revised classification scheme
represented by vcfo128b is utilized. Beginning in 1998, ANES officials stopped dividing Protestants
into “mainline” and “evangelical” categories as they began a review and reevaluation of the
construction of the religious tradition variable. This review apparently has yet to be completed, and
thus the last four versions of the ANES Cumulative Data File offer no variable differentiating
Protestants by religious tradition after 1996. In an attempt to provide at least some differentiation
among Protestants for 2000 and 2004, white Protestants were identified as evangelical by
denomination only. None of the other characteristics that the ANES used to create its categories from
1990 to0 1996, such as charismatic or fundamentalist identification, born-again status, or frequency of
church attendance, have been included here. The reasons for this decision are as follows. Charismatic
or fundamentalist identification was not asked in 2000 or 2004, born-again status was not asked in
2004, and classifying a respondent as “evangelical” or “mainline” based on frequency of attendance
at worship services requires assumptions that are not warranted. For a useful discussion of classifying
the religious tradition of Protestants based solely on denominational identification, see Steensland
et al. (2000). For 2000 and 2004, denominations were classified as “evangelical” or “mainline”
following the guidelines used by the ANES from 1990 to 1996, with two exceptions. Those
identifying themselves as members of the American Baptist Churches USA or Jehovah’s Witnesses
were removed from the evangelical category. Classifying by denomination only obviously results in
undifferentiated Protestants and Christians being excluded from these analyses. This resulted in
eighty-nine respondents being removed in 2000 and eighty-five in 2004. This is particularly
problematic given the recent growth in the number of non-denominational Protestants in the US. As
Steensland et al. (2000) and Woodberry and Smith (1998) point out, this group is one of the fastest-
growing religious groups in America, and individuals in this group tend to exhibit beliefs that are
different from those Protestants who identify themselves as having “no denomination” (as opposed to
“non-denominational”). The religious beliefs of non-denominational Protestants resemble those held
by evangelicals much more than those possessed by mainliners. However, without information on
these beliefs in a dataset it is unwise to classify non-denominational Protestants into either Protestant
tradition. Steensland et al. (2000) do classify some non-denominational Protestants into the
evangelical tradition solely on the basis of church attendance, with those who attend services once a
month or more being classified as evangelicals and those who attend less than once a month being
omitted from further analysis. I am reluctant to follow this example because, as noted above, this
requires making assumptions that are not clearly warranted or justified. In future versions of the
ANES survey researchers can hope that sufficient belief and identification questions will be asked so
that this important and growing component of the American religious landscape can be more

fully analyzed. Full classification schemes are available from the author upon request.
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Suburbanites’ vote percentages, however, declined in the 1990s and have yet to
rebound to previous levels.

Finally, Table 7.3 presents the Republican presidential vote figures for individuals
who are either married or widowed. While the pattern is not as clear as it was for
the non-married or non-widowed and the Democrats, we do see that since 1972
voters who are either married or widowed tend to favor the Republicans over the
Democrats. Only Jimmy Carter (1976 only) and Bill Clinton (1992 and 1996) were
able to alter this pattern. Again, married or widowed voters are not a group in the
same sense as the others examined here, but their increased GOP proclivities do
demonstrate the increased Republican rhetorical emphasis on the family.

While informative, the results presented in Tables 7.2 and 7.3 are bivariate in
nature, and thus there is the possibility they could be misleading. This is particu-
larly true owing to the high degree of overlap between some of the group char-
acteristics included here, such as African American and urban residence, or
southern whites and white evangelical Protestants. In order to obtain a truer
understanding of the place of these groups in the parties’ respective coalitions
multivariate analyses are necessary. Tables 7.4 and 7.5 present the results of these
analyses for the Democratic presidential vote and the Republican presidential vote
respectively. In each case presidential vote is coded as a dichotomy of a vote for the
party in question or some other presidential vote, and all of the independent
variables are coded as present or absent dichotomies. This allows the unstandard-
ized logistic regression coefficients presented in the tables to be compared with
each other and over time within a party but not between parties. Data are pooled
and results presented by decade in order to get a clearer picture of change over
time.

Looking first at the Democratic coalition, the multivariate results for the most
part confirm those presented earlier from the bivariate analyses. African Americans
and Jews are strongly supportive of Democratic presidential candidates throughout
the entire period under examination here, and the same is true to a lesser extent
among those residing in union households. Those in the bottom third of the family
income distribution have consistently been important to the Democrats, and this
support has grown over time. The same pattern is present, but in reverse, for
Roman Catholics. Urban dwellers, women, and those with low levels of religious
salience have increased their support of the party since the 1960s, while southern
whites have moved from being a significant component of the Democrats’ coalition
to be significantly opposed to the party’s presidential candidates. Latinos were
strong supporters of the party in the 1980s and 1990s but less so in the 2000s
(perhaps because of Bush’s appeals to these voters), while the coefficients for
Northeast residents and those neither married nor widowed do not show much
of a pattern.

The results for Republican presidential vote in Table 7.5 also for the most part
support the earlier results. The importance of southern whites to the party has



Table 7.4 Logistic regression coefficients for group components of the Democratic presidential coalition, by decade, 1950s—2000s

Decade Bottom Southern  Union Roman Jews Urban African Women  Low religious  Northeast Latinos Not married or
income third  whites households  Catholics dwellers Americans salience residents widowed
1950s 0.26 (0.10) 0.86 (0.12) 0.79 (0.10) 0.82 (0.11) 2.16 (0.26)  0.05 (0.10) 1.61 (0.24) —0.19 (0.09) 0.17 (0.09) —0.57 (0.11) 0.13 (0.20)
1960s 0.26 (0.09) 0.19(0.11) 0.70 (0.10) 1.49(0.11) 2.62(0.32) 0.08 (0.10) 3.10(0.29)  0.03 (0.08) 0.28 (0.09) —0.30 (0.10) —0.11 (0.13)
1970s 0.38 (0.10) —0.03 (0.11) 0.67 (0.09) 0.50 (0.10)  1.49 (0.28) 0.19 (0.10) 2.67 (0.22)  0.23 (0.08) 0.31 (0.08)  0.04 (0.10) 0.35 (0.11)

1980s 0.53 (0.09) —0.01(0.10) 0.80 (0.09) 0.46 (0.09)  1.26 (0.23) 0.41(0.09) 2.61(0.19)  0.31(0.08) 0.22 (0.08) —0.27(0.10) 0.72(0.18)  0.05 (0.09)
1990s 0.53(0.10) 007 (0.11) 0.67(0.171) 0.41(0.10)  1.76 (0.34) 0.37(0.10) 2.91 (0.24)  0.46 (0.09) 0.67 (0.09) 0.21(0.12) 0.98 (0.20)  0.23 (0.10)
2000s 0.42 (0.12) —0.38(0.13) 0.64(0.14) 0.32(0.11) 2.02(0.36) 0.67(0.19) 2.41(0.23)  0.50(0.10) 0.56 (0.10) —0.12(0.14) 0.33(0.22)  0.16 (0.11)

Note: All variables are coded in the same fashion as for Tables 7.2 and 7.3. Figures presented are unstandardized logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Coefficients significant at the
.05 level or better are in italic.

Source: American National Election Studies 2005.

Table 7.5 Logistic regression coefficients for group components of the Republican presidential coalition, by decade, 1950s—2000s

Decade Top income  Non-southern Rural dwellers Professional Southern White men  High religious  White Roman Suburban Married or
third white and managerial whites salience evangelical Catholics dwellers widowed
Protestants Protestants
1950s 0.11 (0.09) 1.71 (0.16) 0.09 (0.11) 0.57 (0.12)  0.66(0.18) —0.26 (0.09)  0.20 (0.09) 0.80 (0.17) 0.24 (0.12)  0.08 (0.12)
1960s 0.23 (0.09)  2.20 (0.15) 0.06 (0.11) 0.47 (0.11) 1.55 (0.17) 0.08 (0.08) 0.30(0.08) —0.14(0.11) 0.50 (0.16) 0.27 (0.11) —0.20 (0.13)
1970s 0.36 (0.09)  1.54 (0.12) 0.22 (0.11) 0.14 (0.10)  1.41 (0.15) 0.21 (0.08)  0.26 (0.09) 0.07 (0.12) 0.68(0.13) 0.30 (0.10)  0.30 (0.10)
1980s 0.49 (0.08)  1.36 (0.10) 0.50 (0.10) 0.05 (0.08 1.19 (0.13) 0.39 (0.08)  0.22 (0.08) 0.22 (0.11) 0.65(0.11) 0.64 (0.09)  0.08 (0.08)

)
1990s 0.32 (0.09) 1.11 (0.12) 0.13 (0.12) 0.09 (0.09) 1.14 (0.13) 0.32 (0.09)  0.65 (0.09) 0.30 (0.10)  0.51 (0.13) 0.27 (0.11)  0.35(0.10)
2000s 0.40 (0.13) 1.18 (0.18) —0.19 (0.19)  —0.08 (0.12) 1.34 (0.18) 0.24 (0.12) 0.37 (0.13) 0.78 (0.17)  1.01 (0.16) —0.11 (0.16) 0.25 (0.13)

Note: All variables are coded in the same fashion as for Tables 7.2 and 7.3. Figures presented are unstandardized logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Coefficients significant at
the .05 level or better are in italic.

Source: American National Election Studies (2005).
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grown significantly over time, as has that of those with high levels of religious
salience, white evangelicals, and Catholics. The support of those in the top income
third has been relatively steady, and although non-southern white Protestants have
declined in their tendency to support the GOP on election day, they remain a
sizeable element of the party’s coalition. Those in professional and managerial
occupations were significant sources of party support in the 1950s and 1960s, but
not since. Suburban dwellers were consistently supportive of Republican presiden-
tial candidates until the candidacies of George W. Bush. If there are any surprises in
Table 7.5 they can be found in the results presented for rural residents and white
men. The coefficients for white men are significant, but relatively small for the
1970s-1990s, and fail to achieve significance in the 2000s. Rural dwellers fail to show
much of a pattern at all. But for the most part, the multivariate results support the
pictures of the Democratic and Republican coalitions presented in this chapter.

CONCLUSION

The Republican and Democratic parties of the early twenty-first century are very
different from each other, offering Americans relatively clear policy choices across
the board. These differences exist, to a certain extent, because the two parties have
very different electoral coalitions. A Democratic Party whose electoral success is
rooted in the support of the less affluent, union households, urbanites, women,
blacks, Latinos, and those with low levels of religious salience will—if it wants to
maintain the support of these groups—possess very different issue positions and
champion very different public policy options than a Republican Party whose
success on election day comes in large part from more affluent voters, southern
whites, men, white Protestants (especially evangelicals), individuals for whom
religion is highly salient, and rural and suburban dwellers. A properly functioning
representative democracy requires the representation of diverse interests, and at
least in the American context it is political parties that fulfill this representative
function. Indeed, as Schattschneider (1942, 1) famously noted, American democracy
would be “unthinkable” without parties.

Because of the dynamic nature of American society, political parties cannot be
static and still adequately perform their representative responsibilities. They must
adapt and evolve as society changes; otherwise relevant interests and groups will be
left out and important issues will not be addressed in the public dialogue. Fortu-
nately, parties are highly concerned with these processes of adaptation and evolu-
tion; their ability to win elections and exercise governmental power rests on their
success in properly interpreting and responding to change. As noted at the outset



142 MARK D. BREWER

of this chapter, this is not an easy process, and parties and their leaders are never
certain what they should do. Opportunities for partisan success are always there,
but so too are risks.

The results of the 2008 election cycle are a perfect example of this dynamic.
Democratic candidate Barack Obama won the presidency by a comfortable margin,
and the Democrats added to their majorities in both the House and the Senate. But
there is a certain amount of ambiguity in terms of how this success should be
interpreted by the party. Some Democrats believe that the 2008 results represent a
mandate for a renewed era of liberalism and activist government. Others in the
party caution that much of the party’s 2008 success resulted from the high
disapproval ratings of Republican President George W. Bush combined with the
dramatic economic downturn that occurred in 2008. In short the Democrats are at
least somewhat uncertain where the party should go next.

The Republicans are in a similar situation. Were the party’s losses in 2008 a
repudiation of basic GOP principles, or simply the electorate registering its deep
displeasure with the Bush administration? Which of these explanations is more
accurate is of obvious importance for the future of the GOP, but the answer is
unclear and thus the party is racked by uncertainty. Parties constantly evaluate
election returns, examine their opportunities, and evaluate the risks as best they
can, and eventually they act. Sometimes their moves pay off and sometimes they
don’t, but when taken together these partisan successes and failures combine to
produce representation and political change in the United States.

A good deal of this political change lies in alteration of the parties’ electoral
coalitions (Petrocik 1981). In most instances this change unfolds slowly over time,
more closely resembling Key’s theory of secular realignment (1959) rather than his
perhaps more famous concept of critical realignment (1955).4 New groups rise in
American society, new issues enter the public debate, the parties present new policy
options—all of these phenomena come together to produce a dynamic for change.
As new groups and issues arise, parties and their politicians slowly and cautiously
respond to them. The masses then assess these partisan responses, and eventually
they respond as well. The end result is a feedback loop where both the elites and
masses each create and respond to political change (Aldrich 2003; M. Brewer and
Stonecash 2009). The process is often messy and for many people it moves far too
slowly, but in the end the American political system almost always responds to calls
for change, at least in part owing to the search of political parties for a winning
electoral coalition.

4 For an excellent examination of realignment theory, see Rosenof (2003).



CHAPTER 8

THE PARTY
FAITHFUL

RELIGION AND PARTY
POLITICS IN AMERICA

JOHN C. GREEN

RELIGION was a major preoccupation of the 2008 presidential campaign. Would
Democrat Barack Obama’s outreach to white Christians be successful? Or would
Obama’s association with black Protestantism—and the false rumor he was a
Muslim—keep such voters at bay? And from another angle, would Obama’s
religious outreach alienate non-religious voters?

Similar questions were raised about Republican John McCain. Would he be able
to effectively mobilize white evangelical Protestants, despite the deep skepticism of
many of their leaders? Would the tensions between Evangelicals and Mormons
evident in the presidential primaries cost McCain votes in the West? And would
McCain’s pursuit of white religious conservatives drive away minority and moder-
ate religious voters?

This interest in religion and the presidential vote may surprise some read-
ers. After all, wasn’t the 2008 election all about the economy and thus not
about other factors, such as religion? In fact, both things were true: the
troubled economy certainly influenced the vote, as has often been the case
in presidential elections, but at the same time, religious groups were a key
element of the major party presidential coalitions—as has been the case
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throughout American history. In this regard, it is important to distinguish
between social groups in the electorate and the issues that motivate such
groups to vote in a particular way.

Religious groups are an important feature of the American electorate, and
group membership influences how voters respond to campaign issues. During
the 2008 campaign, nearly all religious groups reported the economy was their
top concern, but some of these groups strongly backed Obama at the polls
and others voted strongly for McCain. One reason for this pattern was the
underlying partisanship of the religious groups, with the Democrats likely to
see their party’s nominee as cogent on the economy, while the Republicans
were likely to have the opposite appraisal. A geological metaphor is apt here:
religion is part of the political bedrock over which the flood of campaign
issues ebb and flow.

In fact, one source of continuity in President Obama’s historic victory was the
partisanship of his religious supporters: the faith-based elements of Obama’s vote
looked remarkably like the Democratic Party coalitions of the late twentieth
century. Likewise, the religious segment of the McCain vote closely resembled the
Republican Party coalitions of the recent past. There were, of course, details
peculiar to 2008, as in every election. But the basic structure of faith-based politics
was rooted in the history of the major political parties, with some aspects dating
back to the nineteenth century and others being of more recent vintage.
To continue the geologic metaphor, the political bedrock of which religion is a part
was laid down in previous eras.

This chapter describes the religious elements of the major party coalitions in the
American public. After briefly discussing why religion is relevant to party politics at
a conceptual level, it reviews the religious character of the major party coalitions in
the past and present. The most attention will be paid to more recent party
coalitions, comparing the Democratic and Republican faith-based supporters in
1952 and 2008. The conclusions are straightforward. First, religious groups have
been one of the basic building “blocs” of major party coalitions, an integral part of
the bedrock of American politics. Second, the faith-based elements of the major
party coalitions have changed as the country changed, sometimes in degree and
sometimes a change of kind. The former and more typical change is like the slow
erosion of bedrock by electoral floods, but the latter is more like the appearance of
a new fault line in the bedrock.

Finally, this chapter describes the “party faithful” in the early years of the twenty-
first century. The Democratic coalition was based on various kinds of religious
minorities, led by black Protestants, along with less observant white Christians and
people unaffiliated with organized religion. Meanwhile, the core of the Republican
coalition was made up of a variety of white Christians, especially white Evangelicals
and the religiously observant.
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WHY RELIGION MATTERS IN PARTY PoLITICS

A good place to begin is with a brief review of the role of religion in party politics at
a conceptual level. Simply put, religion matters politically for the same reasons that
many other demographic characteristics matter, including gender, age, region, or
social class. All such traits are associated with values and interests that can be
politically relevant. Some such values and interests derive from ideas about the
nature of the world held by social groups, while others arise from the regular
activities of different kinds of people, and still others develop from the interaction
among diverse populations.

However, religion has often had special linkage with such values and interests.
For one thing, religion is strongly associated with special ideas in the form of
religious beliefs, including basic views of the divine and its relationship to human-
ity. Such beliefs can be an important source of values and interests. In addition,
religious beliefs typically motivate special activities in the form of religious prac-
tices, including public worship and private devotion. Such activities can help
individuals assign political priority to their values and interests. Taken together,
religious beliefs and practices can also foster a special sense of belonging among
co-religionists in the form of affiliation with congregations, denominations, and
religious traditions. Such affiliations can help connect individuals’ values and
interests to politics. For all these reasons, religious groups regularly display distinc-
tive values and interests that can be relevant to politics. Such distinctiveness
typically has political effects that are independent of other demographic factors,
but it is also true that other demographic characteristics—such as gender, age,
region, and social class—can influence the politics of religious people as well (see
Olson and Green 2008a).

American Religion: Diverse and Dynamic

The political distinctiveness of religious groups has been important to politics in
part because of the great diversity and dynamism of American religion (Marsden
1990). Indeed, the original colonial settlement included diverse religious commu-
nities, principally various kinds of Protestants. Subsequent immigration dramati-
cally increased this diversity to eventually include Catholics and other Christian
groups as well as Jews and other non-Christians. From the beginning this religious
diversity was closely associated with ethnicity and race, so that many of the
most important religious communities were distinctive “ethno-religious” groups
(Swierenga 1990; Barone 1990). Scottish Presbyterians, Irish Catholics, and German
Jews are all good examples of such groups arising from European immigration. The
impact of immigration continues to this day, bringing new kinds of ethno-religious
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groups into the country from other parts of the world, such as Korean Methodists,
Mexican Catholics, and Arab Muslims. Black Protestants are a special case of this
phenomenon, being the product of slavery, segregation, and internal migration.

The repeated waves of immigration also produced religious dynamism as the
various religious communities interacted with one another (Finke and Stark 2006).
For example, many ethno-religious groups eventually assimilated into the broader
society, losing some of their ethnic and religious distinctiveness in the process, but
at the same time modifying society’s overall character. In this context, some groups
sought to regularize religious life by building large and sophisticated institutions,
some national and even international in scope. But other groups resisted such
institutionalization, and one form of such resistance was religious movements
promoting innovative approaches to faith.

In addition, the urge to proselytize on behalf of a particular faith has been
strong in an open society with many potential converts, and as a result there have
been repeated “awakenings” and “revivals” (McLoughlin 1978). At the same time,
religious faiths regularly encountered non-religious perspectives, producing both
accommodation and conflict. This confrontation encouraged secularization, aided
by economic and technical modernization (Norris and Inglehart 2004). Although
secularization has not had as large an influence in America as in Europe, it has
contributed to a degree of entropy in religious life, producing some people
unaffiliated with organized religion (and sometimes hostile to it).

The consequence of this dynamism was the creation of new kinds of ethno-
religious groups, including the founding of new denominations and entirely new
religions. But sometimes it has also helped create other kinds of religious groups,
such as the recent development of “ethno-theological” groups, based on levels of
religious observance. Both ethno-religious and ethno-theological groups can be
associated with politically relevant values and interests.

Religious Groups, Government, and Politics

American government has been hospitable to this religious diversity and dyna-
mism (Jelen and Wilcox 1995). The First Amendment to the US Constitution
prohibits an official state religion (“an establishment of religion”) and also guar-
antees freedom of religion (“the free exercise thereof”). Although the exact mean-
ing of these statements has changed a good bit over the course of American history,
the net impact has been to foster a “marketplace” in religion, with many religious
“sellers” and “buyers” (see Jelen 2002 for a fuller discussion of this topic). The
absence of an official state religion meant that there was no religious monopoly in
such a religious marketplace. But more importantly, it meant that all religious
groups had to compete with one another for a voluntary following in the public,
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producing an extensive set of sophisticated religious organizations. At the same
time, the guarantee of free exercise of religion created a strong presumption against
regulating religion for its own sake, and in particular, the faith-based activities
designed to compete for followers. Just as importantly, individuals rarely faced
legal barriers to joining the religion of their choice—or changing religions if they
chose. As a consequence, many Americans became deeply engaged in a wide variety
of faiths.

Thus, the combination of religious diversity, dynamism, and constitutional
structure has produced numerous religious groups holding distinctive values
and interests that can be relevant to politics. Sometimes religious groups have
taken the initiative in politicizing their values and interests by supporting
politicians, and sometimes politicians have politicized religion by seeking the
support of religious groups on the basis of their values and interests. The
major political parties have been a crucial forum for this kind of faith-based
politics, performing the same kind of brokerage for religious groups as for
other social groups, largely in order to win elections and influence the
personnel of government (see Reichley 1985a, Layman 2001, and Leege et al.
2002 for descriptions of this process).

Although the constitutional structure encouraged a diverse marketplace in
religion, it had an opposite effect on political parties, fostering a two-party rather
than a multiparty system. Thus, most of the religious diversity of the country—and
for that matter, all other kinds of diversity—has been funneled into politics
through the two major parties. Under these conditions, the major parties built
broad, complex, and loosely organized coalitions of social groups, representing
diverse (and sometimes contradictory) values and interests. From the beginning of
the two-party system, such coalitions developed a dynamism of their own, in which
the diverse religious groups played an important role (Noll and Harlow 2007).

As a consequence, religious groups were woven into all levels of partisanship
(Koopman 2001). The diversity of religious groups has been especially prominent
in the partisanship of the mass public or party in the electorate, with the major
parties developing strong religious constituencies. This diversity has often not
been quite as evident among major party leaders and activists, in party organiza-
tion, nor among public officials elected under each party’s label, or party in
government. The difference between the partisan publics and elites derives from
other factors besides religion that determine access to party organizations and
governmental offices. For example, the “iron law of oligarchy” has advantaged
higher-status religious groups, while federalism favored religious groups that
were concentrated geographically. Still, the contours of the parties’ religious
constituents have been regularly visible among such party activists and office-
holders (for contemporary party activists, see J. Green and Jackson 2007; for
members of Congress, see Guth and Kellstedt 2001).
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RELIGIOUS GROUPS AND MAJOR PARTY
COALITIONS

What have the faith-based elements of American party coalitions actually looked
like in the past and in the present? Such coalitions have been primarily based on
religious affiliation, with each of the major parties drawing strong support from a
different set of ethno-religious groups (McCormick 1974). In part, the partisanship
of religious affiliation reflected the observance of religious beliefs and practices, but
these aspects of religion typically reinforced the linkage between religious affilia-
tion and party affiliation. As a consequence, the most observant members of the
ethno-religious groups tended to most fully exemplify the groups’ partisan dispo-
sition. In this regard, the level of religious observance often had an indirect impact
on party coalitions through the level of members’ political activity, including voter
turnout. However, religious affiliation was the primary connection to the major
political parties.

The partisanship of ethno-religious groups also arose in part from the internal
dynamics of coalition building itself: groups often backed one of the major parties
because a rival group supported the other party. Such negative references resulted
from the combination of intense group identification with the great diversity of
such groups, where every group was a potential rival. In a politics where ethnic and
religious identity was a potent resource, then ethnic and religious disparagement—
and prejudice—were potent weapons. Such a complex politics confronted party
leaders with the challenge of building coalitions from disparate and fractious
ethno-religious groups.

Not surprisingly, such coalitions were characterized by considerable short-term
instability. But there were sources of long-term instability as well: changes in
religion (especially shifts in the size and variety of ethno-religious groups) and
changes in politics (particularly the rise of new issues). Thus, the exact nature of
the ethno-religious coalitions varied over time. For the most part this variation
represented differences in degree, not kind: although the particular ethno-religious
groups in the coalitions changed, religious affiliation remained the basis for the
coalition.

Ethno-Religious Groups and Party Coalitions

A brief sketch of past ethno-religious party coalitions is in order, noting key points
of change and continuity. Such coalitions appeared shortly after independence
during the first party system, when the Republican Party (the forerunner of the
modern Democrats) opposed the Federalist Party. Here each party drew support
from key groups of white Protestants that had settled the original colonies



THE PARTY FAITHFUL 149

(Formisano 1981). The Republicans had more diverse faith-based coalitions, in-
cluding Presbyterians (largely Scottish), Baptists (many who were Scottish Irish),
and Methodists (including German and Welsh adherents), groups that had grown
as the result of revivals on the frontier and in the South beginning before the
American Revolution. They were also backed by religious minorities of the era,
such as Catholics, Jews, and Nonconformists. Meanwhile, the Federalists had
strong backing from English Congregationalists and Episcopalians, remnants of
the religious “establishments” in New England and the middle Atlantic colonies.
Thus, the initial politics of nation building involved divisions among more or less
socially prominent Protestants, a pattern that has persisted in one form or another
throughout American history.

This pattern became more complex in the 1830s and the second party system,
when the Democratic Party took its present name and the Whig Party replaced the
Federalists (Benson 1961). The Democrats drew strong support from new immi-
grants, including Irish Catholics, Lutherans, and other kinds of Protestant churches
from continental Europe, adding these groups to their support from other religious
minorities. They also benefited from some Methodists and Baptists, especially in
the South, where support for slavery was strong. Meanwhile, the Whigs were
backed strongly by Anglo-Protestant groups influenced by a set of revivals that
occurred after the revolution, including many Congregationalists, Presbyterians,
and Baptists. This coalition favored economic modernization and the abolition of
slavery, but also a tendency toward nativism and anti-Catholicism. Indeed, the
reforming thrust of the revivalists was a source of political conflict, a tendency still
evident in contemporary politics.

This complex ethno-religious politics shifted yet again with the advent of the
Civil War and the third party system, where the Democratic Party faced the modern
Republican Party, which had replaced the Whigs (Kleppner 1979). The rebellious
and then defeated South became solidly Democratic, and its white Protestants
developed a distinctive religious outlook (still evident today among evangelical
Protestants). The legacy of slavery and the imposition of segregation solidified the
unique religious perspective of African American politics (still evident today in the
black Protestant churches). In the North, Democrats received backing from Catho-
lics and Protestant groups, such as Episcopalians and Lutherans. Swelled by
continued immigration, these groups had in common a “ritualist” approach to
religion. Meanwhile, a core constituency of the Republican Party was abolitionists
rooted in northern Anglo-Protestant churches, and after the war, many other
northern Protestants became Republicans, including Methodists and other previ-
ously Democratic groups. Bolstered by continued revivals, these churches shared a
“pietist” approach to religion. Economic individualism and moral reform were
points of contention between the ritualists and pietists.

The major party coalitions shifted again after the 1896 election and into the
fourth party system, where tensions between the burgeoning industrial cities and
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declining rural communities altered the religious elements of the Democratic and
Republican coalitions (Kleppner 1987). The Democrats maintained their bastions
of support among Catholics, immigrants, and religious minorities in the North,
and with white Protestants in the South. They also drew some support from
northern “fundamentalist” Protestants, who sought to defend the “old-time reli-
gion” against cosmopolitan culture (a movement that would eventually contribute
to evangelical Protestantism). Much of the energy in Protestant revivalism turned
in this direction. One set of carriers of the cosmopolitan culture was that of the
largest and most institutionalized “mainline” Protestant denominations in the
North, some of which preached a “social gospel” of economic and cultural reform.
This diverse “Protestant mainline,” including both ritualists and pietists, was the
backbone of the Republican coalition in this era. Republicans also made some
inroads among urban non-Protestants and non-religious people uncomfortable
with the values of southern and fundamentalist Protestants. These complex coali-
tions warred over economic issues (tariffs, trade unions) and cultural matters
(prohibition, teaching of evolution); the outlines of these disputes can still be
seen in faith-based politics.

New shifts took place in the fifth party system beginning in the 1930s, when
Democrats and Republicans confronted the economic calamity of the Great
Depression (Kellstedt et al. 2007). In the North, the Democrats reinvigorated
their support from Catholics, Jews, and other religious minorities, including new
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. The Democrats benefited to some
extent from black Protestants who had migrated to the northern cities, and also
from the emergence of an alternative to mainline Protestants, evangelical Pro-
testants, a diverse set of traditional churches. The Democrats maintained their
support from white southern Protestants, many of which began to identify as
Evangelicals as well. A new wave of revivalism helped mold this emerging
identity. Although the Republican Party enjoyed some support from Evangelicals
and other white Christians in the North, the party’s major source of faith-based
support was the diverse white Protestant mainline. Economic issues, such as
unemployment and social welfare programs, were central to these coalitions, but
so were cultural issues, such as prohibition and segregation. These New Deal
party coalitions were the backdrop for the faith-based coalitions of contemporary
parties.

Ethno-Theological Groups and Party Coalitions

The religious elements of the Democratic and Republican coalitions shifted again
after the 1960s, in the less well-defined sixth party system (Aldrich 1995, ch. 8).
To some extent, this shift involved a typical change in degree among ethno-religious
groups. But the shift also involved a change in kind: religious observance began to
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play a role in party politics independently of religious affiliation, creating distinctive
ethno-theological groups within some of the existing ethno-religious groups
(Kohut et al. 2000; Layman and Green 2005). For example, the most observant
white Catholics became one politically distinctive group and less observant white
Catholics another one. Some observers include the religious unaffiliated population
as part of this pattern on the grounds that non-religious people are the least
religious observant group in the public (J. Green 2007, ch. 3).

It is possible that changes of this sort had occurred in past eras but have not
been recognized because of the absence of detailed information on individual
voters available from public opinion surveys. In fact, the best evidence of ethno-
theological groups comes from survey data. A well-known example is the “God
gap” in the presidential vote based on the frequency of worship attendance
(Olson and Green 2008b). However, many measures of religious beliefs and
practices show a similar association between level of religious observance and
politics (J. Green et al. 2007).

Not surprisingly, the new ethno-theological groups became building “blocs” of
party coalitions, with the Democrats obtaining the backing of less observant
white Christians and the unaffiliated—and losing support from observant white
Christians—and the Republicans showing the opposite pattern. If ethno-
religious groups had helped “structure” the major party coalitions in the past,
then ethno-theological groups helped “restructure” the party coalitions in recent
times. Sociologists of religion noticed this restructuring in the 1980s and 1990s
(Wuthnow 1988), but there is evidence that this shift began in the early 1970s
(J. Green 2007, 65).

These new faith-based coalitions were widely associated with the “culture wars,”
disputes over issues such as abortion and same-sex marriage, as opposed to the
“ethnicity wars” of the previous eras (J. Hunter 1991; Petrocik 2006). The key
difference was not so much the type of issue that was salient—after all, cultural
disputes are hardly new in American politics and economic issues remained
important to these new coalitions—but rather how religion was connected to
political parties. Religious observance no longer simply reinforced the link between
religious affiliation and party affiliation, but instead created separate partisan
dispositions within religious communities. In this context, religious affiliation
has an indirect impact on partisanship, a reversal of the pattern with ethno-
religious groups. In this situation, people with moderate levels of religious obser-
vance were the least likely to be strong partisans. Indeed, in a politics where
religious beliefs and practices are a resource, ideological attacks—and intoler-
ance—are potent weapons. Such strife can contribute to the polarization of party
politics, bringing its own kind of short- and long-term instability to party coali-
tions (Dionne 2006).
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CONTEMPORARY FAITH-BASED PARTY COALITIONS

Contemporary faith-based party coalitions can be usefully illustrated with survey
data from 1952 and 2008.! Of course, a comparison of survey results over such a
long time period must be viewed with caution: much has changed in religion and
politics over the nearly six decades between the two presidential election years.
However, such a comparison covers a long enough period to observe both the
structure and the restructuring of faith-based party coalitions, and the time frame
is recent enough to be relevant to party coalitions in the twenty-first century.
In addition, the 1952 and 2008 elections had similar political contexts. These
elections were unusual in that neither party nominated an incumbent president
or vice-president, so there was a completely open race for the White House. Each
election also produced a change in party control of the presidency and united party
control of the executive and legislative branches, with the winners obtaining a
modest majority of the popular vote and a landslide victory in the electoral college.

Of course, there were important differences between these election years as well.
In 1952, Dwight Eisenhower led the Republicans to their first presidential victory in
twenty years, while in 2008 Barack Obama put the Democrats back into the White
House after eight years of Republican rule. The modern civil rights movement was
just getting under way in 1952, while 2008 represented a culmination of the move-
ment with the election of the first African American president. But the most relevant
difference was the nature of the faith-based party coalitions: the ethno-religious
politics of the New Deal era was still in operation in 1952 and the ethno-theological
politics of the post-New Deal era was clearly visible in 2008.

Faith-Based Party Coalitions in 1952

Table 8.1 lists fourteen major religious groups in 1952 (down the side of the table) in
order of the net Democratic partisanship of each group (the first column).
A positive figure means that the group on balance identified as Democrats, while
a negative number means that the group on balance identified as Republicans.

1 The 1952 data come from Roper Commercial Poll 1952—059, conducted in May 1952 (N=3,006).
The 2008 data come from the pre-election survey of the National Survey of Religion and Politics,
conducted at the University of Akron in June 2008. In both surveys, the religious groups were
calculated on the basis of denominational affiliation, race, and ethnicity (see J. Green 2007, app. A,
for the content of the categories). In the 1952 data, religious observance was defined by church
membership and a high level of knowledge and involvement in the congregation. A comparison of this
measure with other, contemporary surveys showed that this measure resembles weekly or greater
worship attendance. In 2008, weekly or greater worship attendance was used to define religious
observance.
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Table 8.1 Religious groups and partisanship in the public, 1952 (%) (N = 3,006)

Religious groups Net Democratic ~ Democratic Independent Republican Entire
partisanship electorate
Jews, other faiths 50.5 67.9 14.7 17.4 3.6
Old ethnic 39.0 63.4 12.2 24.4 11.2
Catholics
Observant white 329 62.7 7.6 29.8 7.5
Catholics
Less observant 31.3 56.6 18.1 25.3 2.8
white Catholics
Observant white 28.0 60.3 7.4 32.3 13.0
evangelical
Protestants
Unaffiliated 28.0 49.3 29.4 21.3 7.0
Black Protestants 26.9 55.4 16.1 28.5 8.1
Less observant 25.0 57.1 10.9 32.1 5.2
white
evangelical
Protestants
ALL 13.3 51.2 10.9 37.9 100.0
Liberal faiths 0.0 44.4 11.1 44.4 1.5
Other Christians —5.0 40.0 15.0 45.0 2.0
Less observant —85 41.0 9.5 49.5 13.0
white mainline
Protestants
Observant white —16.2 39.4 5.0 55.6 20.7
mainline
Protestants
0ld ethnic —16.7 38.0 7.3 54.7 4.6
Protestants

Source: 1952 Roper Survey (see n. 1).

These figures are based on the next three columns in the table, which listed the
percentage of each group that identified as Democratic, Independent, and Repub-
lican (including partisan leaners). Net Democratic partisanship for each group was
calculated by subtracting the Republican percentage from the Democratic percent-
age. As can be seen in the “All” row, the country was on balance Democratic in 1952,
with a net partisanship of 13.3 percentage points. The final column lists the size of
the religious groups as a percentage of the adult population.

The first four religious groups at the top of the table were strongly Democratic.
The composite category of Jews and other faiths had the highest score (the small
number of other non-Christians closely resembled Jews in this regard), and the
second largest was old ethnic Catholics, primarily from eastern and southern
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Europe.2 By this measure, ethnic Catholics were on balance more Democratic than
the white Catholic categories which follow in the table. But note that there was very
little difference between the observant and less observant white Catholics, with the
former slightly more Democratic.

These four groups represented the religious core of the New Deal Democratic
coalition in the North, including the new ethno-religious groups mobilized in the
1920s and 1930s. These groups are an example of the longstanding support for
Democrats by religious minorities of various kinds. Taken together, these groups
accounted for nearly one-sixth of the adult population in 1952. Largely assimilated,
the other white Catholic categories accounted for about one-tenth of the popula-
tion. All told, these non-Protestant groups made up one-quarter of the population
in 1952.

The next four categories also on balance identified as Democrats, but to a lesser
extent. White evangelical Protestants made up the first and last of these groups.
As with white Catholics, there was little difference between the observant and less
observant Evangelicals, and the former were slightly more Democratic. The two
remaining groups, the religiously unaffiliated and black Protestants, had a similar
net Democratic score, but with a larger number of independents compared to the
Evangelicals.

The figures for white Evangelicals contain a strong regional pattern: southern
Evangelicals strongly identified as Democrats, while Evangelicals outside of the
South were more evenly divided. In 1952, white Evangelicals accounted for more
than one-sixth of the electorate—a bit more than the combination of Jews and
other faiths and ethnic Catholics. The unaffiliated and black Protestants also
combined for about one-sixth of the adult population—about the same size as
Jews and other faiths and ethnic Catholics. Both of these groups had an urban
focus, the first reflecting the cosmopolitan culture of large metropolitan areas, and
the latter reflecting the migration of African Americans into the northern cities.
In many respects, white Evangelicals and black Protestants date from the Civil War
era, but were both part of the New Deal Democratic coalition.

The remaining categories in the table were markedly more Republican than the
population as a whole. The composite category of liberal faiths (Unitarians,
Christian Scientists) was divided evenly between the major parties (with a net
partisan score of zero). The composite category of other Christians (Mormons,
Eastern Orthodox) was modestly Republican. White mainline Protestants were
more Republican, with the observant being among the most Republican groups
in the table. But here, too, note the small differences between these two categories
of mainline Protestants. The final category of old ethnic Protestants (defined the

2 In 1952, old ethnic Catholics included non-whites and individuals who reported that their
grandparents were born in eastern or southern Europe. Old ethnic Protestants were defined the same
way, except that African Americans were included in the black Protestant categories.
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same way as old ethnic Catholics) was the most Republican category by a small
margin. This group is a reminder that Protestants were influenced by immigra-
tion as well.

The liberal faiths and other Christians are examples of religious innovations
arising in the context of American Protestantism, which may account for their
GOP leaning in 1952. Despite a long tradition to the contrary, not all religious
minorities were Democrats. Taken together, these small groups were about as
numerous as Jews and other faiths. In contrast, white mainline Protestants were
among the largest categories in the table, with the observant accounting for one-
fifth of the adult population, and the two categories combined for one-third. Most
of these ethnic Protestants were within the orbit of the mainline Protestant
churches, so adding them to the mainline groups produces a sum nearly equaled
to the combination of white Catholics and Evangelicals. Ethnic Protestants were,
however, less than half the size of ethnic Catholics. These patterns are examples of
the link between socially prominent Protestant communities and the Republican
Party—a pattern that extends in one form or another back to the origins of the
party system.

All told, these patterns illustrate the ethno-religious character of the New Deal
party coalitions. The Democrats drew strong support from Catholics and other
non-Protestants, the less prominent white Evangelical and black Protestant
churches, and the unaffiliated. Meanwhile, the Republicans’ strongest supporters
came from the most prominent Protestant churches and related groups. The
Protestant—Catholic division was pronounced—well illustrated by the large differ-
ences between ethnic Catholics and Protestants—and other ethnic and racial
differences mattered as well. However, differences between ethno-theological
groups, such as the observant and less observant in the three largest white Christian
traditions, were not very large, and where such differences did occur, the observant
were the stronger partisans.

The political impact of these patterns can be seen in the proportion of
Democratic and Republican partisans in the public contributed by these
religious groups. The first four Democratic groups in Table 8.1 accounted
for three of every ten self-identified Democrats in 1952; white Evangelicals
provided a little more than one-fifth; and the combination of the unaffiliated
and black Protestants a little less than one-sixth. Thus, religious groups that
on balance identified with the party provided two-thirds of its identifiers.
Of course, this means that one-third of self-identified Democrats came from
religious groups that did not favor the party. In regards to the GOP, more
than one-half of self-identified Republicans came from the bottom four
groups in Table 8.1 (and nearly three-fifths if the liberal faiths are included).
The combination of white Evangelicals, black Protestants, and the unaffiliated
provided another one-quarter of Republican identifiers, while Jews and other
faiths and Catholics made up the final one-sixth.
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Faith-Based Party Coalitions in 2008

Table 8.2 provides similar information for 2008, calculated in the same fashion (for
an overview of religion and the 2008 election, see Espinosa 2009). The religious
categories have been made as similar as possible to 1952, but vast changes in
American society mean that comparisons between the two years need to be made
with caution. One difference is that the composite category of other faiths had
become large enough to have a separate entry, reflecting the increase in size of
groups such as Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus. Another difference is the defini-
tion of the ethnic categories: in Table 8.2, the new ethnic Catholics and new ethnic
Protestants reflected changes in immigration, especially the presence of Hispanics

Table 8.2 Religious groups and partisanship in the public, 2008

Religious groups Net Democratic Democratic Independent Republican %
partisanship Electorate
Black Protestants 71.0 79.1 12.8 8.1 9.0
Other faiths 67.2 75.4 16.4 8.2 1.5
Jews 50.0 65.0 20.0 15.0 1.5
Ethnic Catholics 41.2 59.3 22.6 18.1 9.0
Liberal faiths 38.9 59.3 20.4 20.4 1.4
Unaffiliated 26.5 47.7 31.1 21.2 14.9
Less observant 17.5 49.7 18.0 32.2 8.4
white Catholics
ALL 9.2 44.9 19.4 35.7 100.0
Less observant 7.9 451 17.8 37.2 9.2
white mainline
Protestants
Ethnic Protestants —4.7 37.4 20.4 42.1 5.9
Observant white —8.2 38.4 15.0 46.6 7.4
Catholics
Less observant —7.8 35.4 21.4 43.2 9.9
white
evangelical
Protestants
Observant white —10.0 39.5 11.0 49.5 5.3
mainline
Protestants
Other Christians —39.8 17.4 25.4 57.2 3.5
Observant white —43.3 21.9 12.9 65.2 13.4
evangelical
Protestants

Source: 2008 National Survey of Religion and Politics (N=4000).
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and Asians.? As in 1952, Americans were on balance Democratic in 2008 (9.2
percentage points in the “All” row). Overall, there were more independents in
2008 than 1952, and also evidence of greater partisan polarization within many of
the religious categories.

Once again the top four groups in Table 8.2 were strongly Democratic. Black
Protestants were by far the most Democratic group, followed by the composite
category of other faiths. Jews and ethnic Catholics (largely Hispanics) came next, at
somewhat lower levels of net Democratic partisanship. So the top four Democratic
religious groups in 2008 were more diverse than in 1952, with Protestants added to
Catholics, Jews, and other faiths.

One important change from 1952 was the increased net Democratic partisanship
of black Protestants. This pattern was not new to 2008, having developed over time
largely as the consequence of the civil rights movements. Black Protestants were a
larger group in 2008 than in 1952. The new ethnic Catholics were a smaller group
than the old ethnic Catholics, and largely a product of new kinds of immigration.
Such immigration had its largest relative effect on the growth of the other faiths
group. At the same time, however, the relative size of the Jewish population
declined, so that the combination of Jews and other faiths was about the same
relative size in both election years. In 2008, all these groups combined for one-fifth
of the electorate—about the same proportion as the top four Democratic groups in
1952. So the historic affinity of many minority faiths for the Democrats persisted in
2008, even though the particular groups had changed.

The next three categories in Table 8.2 were also on balance Democratic, but at a
lower level. In relative terms, the composite category of liberal faiths had moved
from being evenly divided in 1952 to having a Democratic bias in 2008 (but had not
changed in relative size). The unaffiliated remained Democratic and also retained
their relative position compared to other groups in terms of net partisanship. Less
observant white Catholics came next in Table 8.2, having dropped in the relative
level of net Democratic partisanship compared to 1952. And note the sharp
difference between the less observant and observant Catholics, with the latter in
the Republican camp.

Another major change was the relative size of the unaffiliated category, which
was more than twice the percentage of the electorate in 1952 (on the change in the
size of the major religious groups in the post-war period, see J. Green and Dionne
2008). The less observant Catholic category was substantially larger in 2008 as well,
reflecting in part the growth of the white Catholic community over the period.
In part, these changes reflect the impact of secularization on American religion in
the form of an increase in less observant and non-religious populations.

3 In 2008, new ethnic Catholics were defined as Hispanics and other non-whites. New ethnic
Protestants were defined the same way, except that African Americans were included in the black
Protestant categories.
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Two groups on the Republican side of net partisanship had moved in a Demo-
cratic direction from 1952: less observant white mainline Protestants and new
ethnic Protestants (largely Hispanic). This pattern resembles the path of the less
observant Catholics, but with the opposite partisan implications. Here, too, note
the sharp difference between the less observant and observant mainline Protes-
tants. The former group was smaller in relative terms, owing in large part to the
decline in the relative size of mainline Protestants as a whole. The new ethnic
Protestants were more evenly divided in partisan terms in 2008 rather than solidly
Republican as in 1952. The key difference may be the ethnicity of the group, with
Hispanic Protestants being more open to the Democrats than European ethnicities
in the past. These new ethnic Protestants of 2008 were modestly larger in relative
terms than the old ethnic Protestants in 1952.

The remaining five groups showed net Republican partisanship. Two of these
groups, observant white Catholics and less observant white evangelical Protestants,
had moved from the Democratic to the Republican camp between 1952 and 2008.
This substantial shift puts their modest level of net Republican partisanship in
proper perspective. Observant Catholics were about the same proportion of the
adult population as in 1952 and less observant Evangelicals were substantially
larger; in both cases, the change was part of the relative growth of white Catholics
and Evangelicals since 1952.

In 2008, observant mainline Protestants were still among the strong Republican
groups, but at a lower relative level than in 1952, largely owing to an increase in the
proportion of independents in their ranks. More importantly, their relative size had
fallen dramatically—from one-fifth to about one-twentieth of the adult popula-
tion, reflecting the overall decline of white mainline Protestants. The final two
groups reported the highest net Republican partisanship, the composite category of
other Christians and observant white Evangelicals. The other Christians were
substantially more Republican in relative terms than in 1952—and also larger in
relative terms. Here the key trend appears to be a Republican shift and steady
growth among Mormons.

Observant white Evangelicals were about the same relative size in 2008, but
shifted their partisanship from being solidly Democratic to being the strongest
Republican group. But even here, note the substantial difference between the
observant and less observant Evangelicals. In sum, the most Republican religious
groups were also more diverse in 2008 than in 1952, with observant white Evange-
licals and Catholics joining other Christians and observant mainline Protestants.
In some respects, Evangelicals enjoyed higher levels of social status by 2008,
continuing the link between socially prominent Protestants and the GOP.

These patterns illustrate the ethno-theological politics of the post-New Deal era,
with a new feature being the sharp differences based on religious observance. These
differences substantially restructured the partisanship of white Catholics and
evangelical and mainline Protestants compared to 1952. It may also help account
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for other changes, such as the increased net Democratic partisanship of the liberal
faiths; the increased relative size of the unaffiliated; and the net Republican
partisanship of the other Christians.

However, the move of all white Evangelicals to the GOP reveals that more typical
ethno-religious shifts had occurred as well. Other such ethno-religious changes
may include the increased Democratic partisanship of black Protestants; the
Democratic bias of the new ethnic Catholics and Protestants; and the swelling
ranks of the other faiths. And the partisan differences between the three largest
white Christian traditions did not entirely disappear. For example, note that the
white Catholic groups were more Democratic than their evangelical and mainline
counterparts at both levels of observance.

The political impact of these patterns can be seen in the proportion of Demo-
cratic and Republican partisan publics that came from these religious groups. The
first four Democratic groups accounted for one-third of all self-identified Demo-
crats in 2008, with black Protestants the single largest source of partisans. The next
five groups (including less observant mainline and new ethnic Protestants) made
up some two-fifths of all Democrats, with the unaffiliated being the single largest
contributor (and second largest source overall). These figures sum to a little less
than three-quarters of all self-identified Democrats. Thus, a little more than one-
quarter of the party’s partisans came from groups that on balance identified with
the Republicans.

With regard to the GOP, the five strongest groups accounted for three-fifths of all
self-identified Republicans, with observant white Evangelicals the single largest
source of partisans. Meanwhile, the middle five categories in Table 8.2 made up
another third of the Republican public, for a total of more than 9o percent. The
strongest Democratic groups provided only about one-fourteenth of self-identified
Republicans. Thus, ethnicity and race were still crucial parts of faith-based coali-
tions in 2008. But it is worth noting the impact of the ethno-theological groups: in
2008 less observant white Christian groups and the unaffiliated contributed more
than two-fifths of all self-identified Democrats, while the observant white Christian
groups and other Christians provided more than two-fifths of self-identified
Republicans.

THE PARTY FAITHFUL

The questions asked about religion and politics in the 2008 presidential campaign
presumed the current faith-based party coalitions. The query about Obama’s
outreach to white Christians concerned the possibility of drawing votes away
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from the Republican coalition. One reason these voters might have been hard to
reach was Obama’s special appeal to black Protestants and other religious mino-
rities, groups already at the heart of the Democratic coalition. And such appeals
could have damaged Obama’s support from unaffiliated voters, another Demo-
cratic constituency. Likewise, the question about McCain reflected his need to
mobilize a key part of the GOP base (observant white evangelical Protestants)
without alienating another part (Mormons and other Christians), while at the
same time securing voters that leaned Democratic (such as less observant white
mainline and new ethnic Protestants).

In fact, Obama did make some gains among white Christians who had supported
Republicans in the past, but even larger gains among the Democratic-leaning
groups.* However, Obama’s biggest success came in mobilizing the Democratic
base of religious minorities, and the unaffiliated. The case of black Protestants is
instructive: Obama received about the same percentage of the black Protestant vote
as his predecessors in 2004 and 2000, but their turnout at the polls was much higher.
In this sense, the Obama victory represents a modest turn toward ethno-religious
politics. However, McCain largely held onto the Republican religious constituen-
cies, keeping the election closer than might have been anticipated given the poor
economy, but otherwise losing ground among other kinds of religious voters
necessary for a victory. So the religious elements of the major party coalitions
were part of the political bedrock over which the 2008 campaign ebbed and flowed.
In 2008, these flows benefited the Democrats, unlike in the 2004 election, when they
favored the GOP.

In the broadest sense, such faith-based politics were not new in 2008. After all,
similar patterns obtained in 1952 when the Eisenhower campaign sought to add
Catholic and evangelical votes to the Republican base of mainline Protestants—
and the Democratic campaign tried to do the opposite (Reichley 1985a: 224-35).
As we have seen, religious groups played similar roles back to the beginning of the
two-party system: religion has been an important source of politically relevant
values and interests, and consequently, religious groups have been among the basic
building “blocs” of the major party coalitions. The particular impact of religious
groups has changed as American religion and American politics changed. Some-
times these shifts were changes in degree (resembling the erosion of the political
bedrock by campaigns), but sometimes there have been changes in kind (more like
the opening of a new fault line in the political bedrock).

The 2008 election revealed evidence of one such change in kind, which began to
develop near the end of the New Deal party system. This change was from
coalitions based on ethno-religious groups (and religious affiliation) to coalitions
where ethno-theological groups (and religious observance) were important. The

4 For an early assessment of the faith-based vote in 2008, see Pew Forum on Religion and
Public Life 2008.
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major party coalitions in 1952 were good examples of ethno-religious politics, and
in that sense, resembled the faith-based coalitions of past eras. In contrast, the
major party coalitions in 2008 represented a difference from past eras due to a
prominent role for ethno-theological groups. This change helps explain some of
the political foment of the last quarter of the twentieth century and the initial years
of the twenty-first century, including the much debated “culture wars.”

The comparison of 1952 and 2008 reveals that faith-based coalitions can change,
and quite dramatically, over relatively short periods of time. So it is worth asking:
what will the structure of faith-based politics look like in the future? Three
scenarios suggest themselves (see J. Green 2007, ch. 8, for a fuller discussion of
these scenarios).

First, the present ethno-theological politics could continue, with deepening
divisions based on religious observance. Such a trend could eventually extend to
all religious communities, including the religious minorities, so that observant
black Protestants, Jews, and Hispanics would back one party, while their less
observant co-religionists would support the other. It could be that the election of
the first African American president would reduce the power of race and ethnicity,
allowing the “culture wars” to spread across the religious landscape. If taken to its
logical conclusion, this scenario would render religious affiliation and ethno-
religious groups irrelevant to party coalitions.

A second scenario is the opposite of the first: a return to ethno-religious politics,
with divisions based on religious affiliation becoming more important. Such a trend
could involve the appearance of new ethno-religious groups fostered by immigra-
tion, institutionalization, and religious revivals. As in the past, an increased pluralism
in American society could make racial, ethnic, and religious identities more salient
politically. In such a context, white Christians might find common ground with each
other, reducing divisions based on religious observance. Perhaps the “culture wars”
would revert to “ethnicity wars” as in the past, fueled by economic issues. If taken to
its logical conclusion, this scenario would render religious observance and ethno-
theological groups irrelevant to party coalitions.

A third scenario is the most speculative. It is possible that a new aspect of
religion will become politicized in much the same way that religious observance
became politically relevant in recent times. For example, suppose that spirituality
became associated with distinct values and interests, perhaps linked to heightened
concerns about the environment. Then “spiritual” voters from many religious
affiliations and levels of observance would be attracted to one party, while less
“spiritual” voters of all sorts would support the other party. Hence faith-based
coalitions would be characterized by “ethno-spiritual” groups of one kind or
another. This speculation may seem odd, but in 1952 the future politicizing of
religious observance might have seemed just as odd. In any event, it is likely that
religion will continue to be a key element of party coalitions as long as some aspect
of faith is associated with politically relevant values and interests.
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CHAPTER 9

PARTY
NOMINATING
PROCEDURES AND
RECRUITMENT—
STATE AND LOCAL
LEVEL

RAYMOND J. LA RAJA

THE candidate selection process lies at the heart of democratic politics. It concerns
nothing less than choosing potential leaders of the government who will shape and
implement policies. Most democracies have developed a complex, multistage
process involving peer review of candidates for the party nomination and mass
support in general elections to select government leadership. In the United States,
the party nomination happens to be more inclusive than most democracies
because of the widespread use of direct primaries. American states, however, vary
considerably with respect to inclusiveness, potentially affecting who runs for office
and succeeds. The selection process may also shape how such leaders will govern in
terms of ideology and responsiveness to constituencies.

No selection process, even in the relatively open system found in the US, gives
citizens unbounded choice in determining who runs for office. Instead, political
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leaders use various institutions and practices to winnow potential leadership. At
the general election, candidates have already been filtered based on characteristics
related to ideology, campaign skills, or other political resources, including access to
campaign funds. Thus, the electorate is presented with a limited range of choices
for picking leaders to govern and pursue policies. Quite obviously, the winnowing
process raises important questions about democratic theory and practice.

The selection process also engages normative questions related to democracy.
On one side, there is the perspective that democracy simply requires voters to
choose among teams of potential officeholders (Downs 1957). The composition of
those teams reflects decisions made by political elites who desire to control
government through winning elections. The voters indirectly shape the party
team because pragmatic elites are inclined to put forward candidates and policies
acceptable to a majority of voters. On the other side of the debate, there are those
who support a view that democracy requires grassroots participation at various
stages of political decision making (see, for example, Barber 1984). Viewed this way,
participation in the nomination allows citizens to hold elites accountable (Geer
and Shere 1992) and, more symbolically, to provide civic meaning and regime
legitimacy.

The locus for these contending perspectives of democracy is the political party.
Through this essential mediating institution, choices get made about who will run
for posts in the government. Since candidates use the party label when running for
office, the political parties are positioned uniquely as gatekeepers in a procedure
that distinguishes them from all other political organizations (Sartori 1976;
Schattschneider 1942; Ranney 1965). To be sure, interest groups and informal social
networks influence candidate selection in the US, but the party label remains
indispensable when seeking office. For this reason, parties are guaranteed a place
at the table, and analysis of the selection process provides insights into their linkage
function in American politics.

Observing how parties award their label also reveals essential aspects about the
party system. Battles over the party nomination suggest the nature of factional
disputes within and outside the organization. The degree to which factional battles
over nominations take place within parties indicates opportunities or obstacles for
third party movements. Additionally, the ideologies of party candidates who
succeed in the nomination suggest the range of ideological conflict in the party
system. Ultimately, of course, the quality of candidates emerging from either party
influences the intensity of partisan competition.

In the subsequent sections I discuss how the literature addresses three sets of
questions about the selection process. First, I look at how the selection process
affects who runs for office. The central concern here is how different nominating
institutions or recruitment practices affect which citizens emerge as candidates.
The second set of questions examines political parties, asking how the selection
process affects the distribution of power in the organization, its ideological
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coherence, and electoral success. Third, I ask about the effect of selection processes
on political campaigns, representation, and governing. Here, I explore its impact on
voter behavior and how nomination practices influence elite behavior in public

office.
*

Overall, the study of non-presidential nominations and recruitment remains
surprisingly underexplored given how important it is. With the exception of
research on candidate emergence and incumbency advantages in congressional
elections, I am puzzled that more work has not been done for state and local
elections. The field is dominated by theory and analysis of presidential nomina-
tions (see Mayer, Chapter 10 in this volume), where we have learned in exquisite
detail how nomination rules matter for who gains advantages securing the party
label. For presidential elections, a steady stream of research explains how reforms,
technological innovation, and shifts in partisan coalitions affects who runs for
office, how candidates campaign, and how winners govern (Reiter 1985; Shafer 1983;
Polsby 1983; Ceaser 1979; W. Mayer and Busch 2004). Much has also been written
about political parties, and the intrafactional struggles to change nomination rules
to favor to some elites (Ranney 1975; Eldersveld 1982; Jewell 1984; Shafer 1988; Leon
Epstein 1986).

The lack of a solid and consistent body of work on state and local nominating
process is particularly surprising given that data are available to test propositions
about how individuals enter politics and who succeeds. The fifty states provide a
rich source of institutional and cultural variation regarding recruitment methods,
electoral laws, composition of the nominating electorate, and political traditions.
In 2008, 127 candidates sought the party nomination for the US Senate and 2,038
for the US House; and more than 8,000 sought it for state legislatures across the
nation. A well-designed comparative study of the distinctive practices across the
American states has the potential to discover causal links between selection prac-
tices and characteristics of those who choose to run, how they campaign, and how
they govern. To be sure, variations in state primary election laws and political party
rules make classification of data difficult (Galderisi, Ezra, and Lyons 2001), but this
has hardly been an obstacle to studying the process at the presidential level. And
true, state-level election data have been much more difficult to come by than
federal-level data, but this is changing swiftly as states put election records online
and scholars build large time series datasets for public use (Ansolabehere et al.
2007a).

This is not to say that good research on the local and state nominations has been
entirely lacking (as I describe below). We possess a fairly solid grasp of the process
at the congressional level, particularly district-level factors that affect who runs for
the nomination. Recent work on candidate emergence in congressional elections
shows the profound influence of incumbency in deterring quality challengers from
seeking the nomination. However, even at the congressional level, we know little
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about how different institutional structures affect candidacies. And we know even
less about how the process shapes internal dynamics of political parties, voting
behavior, and governing. This gap in knowledge is especially true for non-federal
offices where the vast majority of citizens get their start in elective politics.

The knowledge gap is not isolated to studies of the US system. There are
relatively few comparative studies, even though more attention has been given to
the subject elsewhere than in the American states. Observing the state of the field,
one of the leading comparativists put it well, saying that “although we have well-
developed theories of voting behavior and elections, which have been examined
and replicated in many different national contexts, as a result of this neglect it
sometimes appears as if candidates are born by miraculous conception, politically
fully clothed, the day the campaign is announced” (Norris 1997: 8). There is little
doubt that scholars need to go back further in the process to investigate how
candidates arrive on the electoral stage. At the same time, more work must be done
to understand the impact of selection practices on political parties, elections, and
governing. Keeping this in mind, I turn to the four questions about recruitment
and nominations.

How DOES THE SELECTION PROCESS AFFECT
WHO RUNSs?

Research on candidacies in the US typically concentrates on the ambitious office-
seeker—the so-called “self-starter”—who chooses to run for office on his or her
own. The conceptual emphasis among scholars on the candidate-centered cam-
paign reinforces this perspective. Thus, the selection process tends to be viewed in
terms of the costs and benefits facing the individual candidate, rather than as a
dynamic process engaging various political elites and organizations (but see Dom-
inguez 2005). The dominant perspective, with its narrow focus on individual
ambition, fails to capture how such ambition is kindled or extinguished prior to
announcing one’s candidacy. We are then left wondering why certain kinds of
individuals choose to run at all (Maisel and Stone 1997; Fox and Lawless 2005). For
this reason, some additional effort needs to be made examining political recruit-
ment before candidates appear on the stage.

A less glaring gap in knowledge concerns the effect of institutional variation on
candidate selection. Given that ambitious individuals seek office, we need to know
more about how different nominating processes and recruitment patterns figure
into candidate calculations to run. Moncrief, Squire, and Jewell (2001) set out a
practical framework to evaluate the process, urging consideration of systemic,
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district, and individual variables in assessing the impact on who runs. To date,
scholars have done an excellent job understanding district variables (incumbency,
partisanship). The profession, however, has done less adequate work in under-
standing individual-level factors (skills, resources, background, gender, and per-
sonal networks), and especially systemic variables (nominating systems,
recruitment patterns, and party organizations). In short, much work needs to be
done before we understand how, where, and why candidates arrive on election day.

Utility Models

Over the past three decades, the dominant approach to understanding candidate
emergence has been economic analysis that applies rational actor or “utility”
models. This approach has generated fruitful work beginning with two seminal
studies setting forth “ambition theory.” Schlesinger (1966) and Black (1972) posited
that potential candidates evaluate the availability of political opportunities, which
are structurally determined by short-term factors, e.g., the range of offices, political
competition, and long-term factors, e.g., prior careers available to the candidate.!

Utility models were developed further by Jacobson and Kernell (1981) under the
rubric of strategic-actor theory, which demonstrated that quality candidates
emerge when they think they can win. In other words, before choosing to run,
candidates assess local conditions, such as the incumbent’s previous margin of
victory, shifts in district partisanship, and contingent events such as scandals
(Bond, Covington, and Fleisher 1985; Jacobson 1989; Krasno and Green 1988;
Hetherington, Larson, and Globetti 2003). National conditions may also influence
the decision, usually measured as an indicator of economic health or some other
salient policy issue that favors a party (Jacobson and Kernell 1981; Jacobson 1989).
Overall, the decision to seek office is a function of the benefits of the office, the
probability of winning, and the cost of running (Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde
1987; G. Black 1972; Rohde 1979; Jacobson and Kernell 1981; Maestas et al. 2006).
It follows from these models that the higher the quality of the incumbent, the lower
the chances that a quality challenger will take the risk of jumping into the race
(Mondak 1995; Zaller 1998).

Only recently has research examined how primary elections figure into the
strategic calculus of quality congressional candidates (W. Stone and Maisel 2003).
Beyond incumbency factors, this work begins to model candidate emergence as a
multistage process that involves both the nomination and general election.
Although similar factors help a candidate in both elections (like being a quality
candidate), it appears that district partisanship and incumbency have different

1 Although this work acknowledged the importance of long-term factors, there has been little effort
to study such factors systematically.
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effects at each stage. Specifically, quality challengers in the out-party are less likely
to emerge in the nomination when the partisan makeup of the district favors the
potential candidate (precisely because they are likely to face more competition at
this stage), but more likely to emerge in the general as district partisanship
becomes more favorable. The logic is that quality candidates consider the joint
conditional probability of winning both stages.

Scholars have also observed how potential challengers in statewide races use
information in both election stages to make decisions about running. Looking at
senate and gubernatorial elections from 1976 through 1998, one study finds that
incumbent-party challengers run against incumbents who did poorly in the previ-
ous primary election, whereas out-party challengers run against incumbents who
did poorly in the previous general election (Lazarus 2008). In the primary stage,
weak out-party challengers enter when they believe they will not face strong out-
party challengers.

With few exceptions, the structure of primaries on candidate decisions has not
been a major subject of study. One nominating structure that has received a lot of
attention is the use of runoffs in primaries when no candidate receives a majority of
the vote. It has attracted scrutiny because seven of the original eleven confederate
states use the runoff, with Florida eliminating it only as recently as 2002 (Glaser
2006). V. O. Key observed that the runoff in the South likely ensures a candidate
cannot win the nomination without garnering majority support. Thus, factional
candidates would have a difficult time winning, although the runoff system might
entice more of them to run (Rice 1985; W. Berry and Canon 1993; B. Canon 1978;
S. Wright and Riker 1989). After all, even losers can earn influence in the
subsequent round by bargaining and supporting a candidate in the runoff.

Recent work supports Key’s argument (Glaser 2005, 2006) by demonstrating in
congressional elections that the runoff primary in most southern states serves the
purpose of blocking the nomination of fringe candidates who might win the most
votes in the first round of primary voting. Such candidates subsequently lose to a
more centrist candidate who picks up support from voters who backed failed
candidates in the first round. However, a study of runoff primaries for statewide
offices suggests that runoffs have a small effect on candidate entry (Engstrom and
Engstrom 2008). Indeed, the vast majority of nominations under plurality rule
(roughly, three-fourths of nominations) are made by a majority support of voters.
In runoff primary states, about one-third of contested primaries require runoffs,
and of these, in about one-third of the races the first-round winner loses in the
runoff (Engstrom and Engstrom 2008).

According to several scholars, ambition theory adequately explains candidate
behavior regardless of the nominating system. As evidence they point to minimal
differences in the motivations and quality of candidates before and after primaries
were implemented in American states (Carson and Roberts 2005). The inference is
based on the observation that incumbents fared no worse against “quality”
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challengers, here defined as those who held previous elective office. This measure,
introduced by Jacobson (1989), has been used extensively in studies of elections.
Nonetheless, the quality of candidates may still matter more today under combi-
nation of nomination rules and new campaign dynamics (Cox and Katz 1996).
Surely the contemporary media environment places different demands on candi-
dates than previously. Moreover, higher pay and status—and longer hours—for
state legislatures likely attract different kinds of candidates (Hogan 2003b; Squire
2000). It remains far from clear that the introduction of primaries had no effect on
the qualities necessary to succeed in elections.

The fact that contemporary candidates require so much money to succeed in
potentially competitive primaries should suggest that the nomination process has a
different effect on candidate emergence than previously. An analysis of campaign
finance laws for state legislative elections during the 1990s shows that low contri-
bution limits increase challenger emergence in general elections because they likely
restrain fundraising advantages of incumbents (Hamm and Hogan 2008). Curi-
ously, however, such limits seem to decrease candidate emergence in primaries. The
impact of public financing is even less clear. A three-state study suggests that public
financing hinders entry into primaries but likely boosts candidate entry in the
general election (Hamm and Hogan 2008). Other recent work suggests that the
effect of public subsidies on candidate entry is modest (La Raja 2004; K. Mayer,
Werner, and Williams 2006).

Sociological Approaches

An alternative to utility models are sociological approaches that emphasize the
way political culture and institutional biases shape recruitment and candidacy.
This work focuses primarily on the candidacies of women who continue to be
underrepresented in American legislatures. The conventional wisdom is that insti-
tutional barriers to women’s success have been largely broken down, and it is a
matter of time before women occupy roughly so percent of elective offices.
Research points to the fact that women win at the same rates as men once they
decide to run for office (Burrell 1994; Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1987; Seltzer, New-
man, and Leighton 1997). Consequently, once the supply of women pursuing
political careers expands at the grassroots, more of them will fill the ranks at higher
offices until they reach their proportion in the population. This “pipeline theory”
assumes that women and minorities serving in lower levels of political office
accumulate the same political resources and experience as men to advance to
higher office.

The pipeline theory of candidate emergence has been challenged on several
fronts. First, survey research suggests that women tend to express significantly
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lower levels of political ambition than similarly situated men (Fox and Lawless
2004, 2005; Lawless and Fox 2005). Moreover, the gender gap is reflected in patterns
of recruitment, namely that women are less likely than men to be asked to run, or
to view themselves as qualified to run. In short, the findings point to the
continuing influence of traditional sex-role socialization in suppressing the selec-
tion of women for public office.

More fundamentally, this argument disputes the underlying assumption of
rational choice models that assume ambition is exogenous, merely an attribute
that one possesses independently of the political and social environment. Personal
circumstances matter, aside from political interest, experience, or resources. For
example, female state legislators are less likely to advance to Congress than their
male colleagues owing to gender-related differences in occupational backgrounds,
family situations, and stages in the life cycle (Mariani 2008). And although women
generally win primaries they enter at roughly the same rates, they tend to face
greater competition. This suggests that women must be better candidates than their
male counterparts in order to fare equally well (Lawless and Pearson 2008).

The influence of political culture is evident in recruitment patterns of the Demo-
cratic and Republican parties. Sanbonmatsu (2006a) demonstrates that the differing
social bases and opportunity structures in the major parties account for variations in
the political careers of women. Whereas women make up a greater proportion of the
pool of eligible candidates in the Democratic Party, they face tougher competition
getting the nomination and are not recruited as actively as Republican women by
gatekeepers in the party.2 Women are also less likely to hold office in higher-status
legislatures (Rule 1981), though more likely to be in the legislature when residing in a
state with high proportions of professional women (Hill 1981; Norrander and Wilcox
1998; A. Nelson 1991; Rule 1990; C. Williams 1990).

Beyond District-Level Factors

These studies suggest that political scientists need to do a better job of understanding
the systemic variables that affect candidacy, as well as develop more fine-grained
analyses of individual-level factors that shape ambition and willingness to run. The
profession has done an excellent job of explaining the impact of district-level
variables, especially incumbency, on candidate emergence. The holy grail, it seems,

2 But see Elder (2008) for an analysis of the decline of Republican women in Congress, which
she attributes to the growing partisan imbalance for women in state offices (the congressional
pipeline), the regional realignment of the parties, and gains made by non-white women (virtually all
Democrats) in obtaining congressional seats.
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is to fully understand how incumbents possess the kind of electoral advantages that
ward off challengers. While this path of research has been successful, future gains in
knowledge are likely to be marginal. Instead, scholars should look further back in
the process to understand why some kinds of potential candidates never consider
running at all. Or exploit time-series data to understand how the political environ-
ment has affected the quality of candidates running for office. Such analyses are
more difficult because they involve semi-heroic efforts to collect data and to
develop concepts that aid in making stronger claims about causality, even as we
move back further in the “funnel.”

The opportunity exists to exploit fifty-state variation that would allow a shift in
focus from individual to system-level analysis. This strategy would provide insights
into how (or if) different nominating systems produce different kinds of candi-
dates. In the European context, research on party recruitment has shown how
electoral and party rules allocate political resources, enabling some political elites
to emerge over others (R. Katz and Mair 1995; Carty 2004; Kirchheimer 1966;
Panebianco 1988). Indeed, comparativists have made the claim that institutional
variation matters more in explaining women candidacies than cultural explana-
tions (Norris 2004). In the US, this kind of work has been confined to the study of
presidential nominations with few exceptions (Sanbonmatsu 2006a).? The findings
have implications for studies of minority recruitment, about which there is mini-
mal work (but see Branton 2008) beyond the literature pertaining to the Voting
Rights Act and the effects of redistricting on minority candidacies (La Raja forth-
coming).

In short, we have a tenuous grasp of the institutional and cultural aspects of
the selection process at the state and local level. It remains somewhat of a mystery
who fills the gap left behind by local party organizations in recruiting candidates.
To be sure, we know that state legislative leaders and the congressional campaign
committees are active recruiters, particularly in competitive states (Herrnson
2004; Sanbonmatsu 2006b; Shea 1995). But presumably, local notables help
party legislative party committees identify quality candidates (Carey, Niemi, and
Powell 1998). To the extent that clusters of elites serve as gatekeepers in the
process, the tools of social network analysis could be useful. We know that
being asked matters (Maisel, Stone, and Maestas 2001) but we have not identified
patterns of recruitment and candidate emergence that might be linked to nomi-
nating structures or local political cultures. And there is much more to learn

3 Interestingly, Norris’s findings come to the opposite conclusion with respect to the role of
gatekeepers. Norris finds that when party leaders, rather than rank-and-file members, choose
candidate lists or assign gender quotas, more women enter politics. Sanbonmatsu, however, finds that
cultural biases among party elites keep women out of politics. Comparative work in the US context
might help explain the different findings.
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about the role of political parties and allied interest groups in the selection
process, a subject to which I turn next.

WHAT Is THE EFFECT OF NOMINATING
PROCESSES ON POLITICAL PARTIES?

Until the end of the nineteenth century, party leaders and their cliques chose who
would run for office with decision making shrouded from public view. The introduc-
tion of direct primaries cleared some air in these smoke-filled rooms by forcing
parties to open the selection process to voters. Practices changed swiftly between
1896 and 1915 when all but a few states moved from caucus systems to direct primaries
to nominate candidates for federal, state, and local offices (Ansolabehere et al. 2007a).
In most states, primaries were imposed by the state governments, though occasionally
with support of party officials (Ware 2002). In other states, mostly in the South, party
officials moved to adopt the primary without state actions.

Much good work on the relationship between the selection process and internal
party dynamics was done decades ago (Ranney 1965; Eldersveld 1964; Epstein
1967), but there has been little follow-up. One possible reason is that the dominant
approach, ambition theory, gives little weight to party organizational behavior in
the nomination process, except in rare cases (Kazee and Thornberry 1990; San-
bonmatsu 2002b; Maisel, Stone, and Maestas 2001). Collectively, the profession
remains in the grip of the candidate-centered paradigm. To move forward, it is
worth drawing on theoretical constructs from comparative studies of European
parties to help understand the distribution of power within party organizations in
the United States (Panebianco 1988; Ware 1996; R. Katz and Mair 1994).

A great deal has changed for party organizations in the past two decades that
warrants renewed scrutiny on the relationship between the party organization and
selection process. The national committees are wealthier, more unified, and more
engaged in elections than perhaps in their collective histories (Herrnson 1988;
Aldrich 1995; Kolodny 1998). Many state parties have undergone similar changes
(Aldrich 2000; Frendreis and Gitelson 1999; Cotter 1989; La Raja 2008) and party
committees and allied interest groups at all levels appear more engaged in candidate
selection and nomination (Francia et al. 2003b; Frendreis, Gibson, and Vertz 1990).
With state legislatures becoming more professional, leaders have greater institu-
tional capacity to recruit and support party candidates (Jewell and Whicker 1994;
Gierzynski 1992; Cindy Simon 1995; Moncrief, Squire, and Jewell 2001). Not least,
the legal environment has changed considerably, with the courts giving greater
deference to party associational rights, even allowing them to reject state-mandated
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primary rules that party officials find objectionable (Lowenstein 1993; Jewell and
Whicker 1994). These transformations make it worthwhile to pursue research in the
following areas.

Factional Power

In presidential nominations, party officials and activists pay considerable attention
to nomination rules. Much has been written about the causes and consequences of
the McGovern—Fraser reforms of the early 1970s (see, for example, Polsby 1983).
This kind of analysis has rarely been applied systematically to the study of nomi-
nating institutions and party dynamics below the office of the presidency.
In theory, at least, control over nomination rules and resources should give leverage
to some factions over others (Panebianco 1988). Since the nomination process
reflects a core function of party organizations, those who control this process
should have significant power to shape the party.

The conventional wisdom is that the onset of primaries weakened the party
organization and ushered in an era of candidate-centered campaigns. With direct
primaries, candidates typically decide when to run and organize their own cam-
paign (Herrnson 2004). To file for candidacy in most states, candidates need to
collect signatures from local voters and pay a small filing fee. In only ten states are
nominations partially controlled at a convention. For example, in several states
candidates must receive a percentage of support from convention delegates in the
district or statewide (usually around 15 percent).# Once the campaign begins,
candidates might rely for support on friends and neighbors, interest groups, and
favorable media coverage to boost their prospects. Thus, it would seem that the
current system of direct primaries is capable of allowing candidates with factional
support to flourish (Key 1954). However, I know of only a handful of studies that
examine how direct primaries affect the degree of factional politics in local and
state politics (Ware 2002; Glaser 2006). Glaser (2006) suggests that runoff pri-
maries can be crucial in tamping the emergence of radical factions. Centrist
factions in the Republican Party might counter intense minority factions such as
the Christian Right, which mobilized in the 1980s and 1990s to nominate candi-
dates and control state party organizations (Rozell and Wilcox 1995).

A favorable legal environment for political parties may encourage factions to
contend more aggressively for control over the party. In Tashjian v. Republican
Party of Connecticut, 479 U.S. 208 (1986), the Court ruled that the state could not
prevent political parties from allowing independent voters to vote in their primary

4 But even this rule has been watered down in states like Connecticut where the candidate in either
party can collect 2 percent of signatures of district voters to get on the primary ballot.
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for the state legislature, even though closed primaries were state law. In another
decision with far-reaching implications, Eu v. San Francisco County Democratic
Central Committee, 489 U.S. 214 (1989), the court overturned California laws that
prevented the party from endorsing candidates in the primary, and proscribing its
governing structure. Subsequently, the court struck down a law passed by voters for
blanket primaries in California Democratic Party v. Jones, 530 U.S. 567 (2000).
Collectively, these court decisions create an opportunity for partisans to change
nomination procedures to advance particularistic or ideological goals. As far as I
know, there have been no studies that observe intraparty deliberations over the
nomination process or whether changes strengthen the hand of one faction or
another. The subject appears ripe for historical analysis through methods in
American political development, akin to Mickey’s work on the White Primaries
in the South (2008).

Party Loyalty and Ideology

Political scientists have long assumed that the decentralized nature of American
party nominations creates political parties lacking ideological and policy coherence.
Not being reliant on the party leadership for electoral support, American legislators
can vote against the party when expedient to do so (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000).
Single-member districts and candidate-centered elections motivate them to nurture
a personal constituency that makes them less vulnerable to electoral challenges and
demands of the legislative leadership (Fenno 1978; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987),
although some studies suggest that the structure of nominations has no effect on
party loyalty (Ansolabehere, Hirano, and Snyder 2007b; Haeberle 1985).

Dismay over the policy incoherence of parties spurred an unprecedented effort by
political scientists, led by E. E. Schattschneider, to recommend reforms to make
political parties more responsible. They suggested that leaders in the national party
have more influence in the selection process—and hence more control over mem-
bers—through a mechanism of peer review for nominations and control over
campaign funds (see American Political Science Association 1950). Not surprisingly,
the advice of political scientists was ignored. The nomination process in the US
remains highly decentralized and the institutionalization of direct primaries pre-
cludes significant party intervention. In spite of this, however, American parties
have become the kind of responsible organizations that Schattschneider and his
colleagues sought. Party voting in Congress is as high as ever and the electorate
perceives greater differences between the two parties since the American National
Election Studies began tracking voters (Layman, Carsey, and Horowitz 2006).

Some have argued that ideological polarization of the parties is attributable, in
part, to the primary system (Burden 2001; Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005). The
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claim is that closed primaries, in particular, attract the most ideological voters in
either party, especially in districts favoring one of the major parties. Consequently,
candidates get elected by a small, ideological core that tends to vote in primaries
rather than the median voter in districts with two-party competition. The process
makes the party ideologically purer because it hollows out the moderate positions
in the legislature by reducing the number of crossover politicians who might be
conservative Democrats or liberal Republicans.> Fearing that voters in primaries
might nominate candidates who are too extreme to win the general election, several
state parties have adopted open primary rules to make the nominating electorate
more representative of the general electorate.

But is it true that direct primaries have these effects on party ideology? Ranney
(1968) noted that the preferences of primary voters and non-voters are similar,
regardless of demographic differences. Subsequent studies support this view
(Norrander 1989b; Geer 1989). However, the weight of research points in the opposite
direction, namely, that the structure of primaries affects voter demographics and
preferences. Exit poll data for presidential primaries, from 1988 through 2000,
indicate that open and modified-open primaries attract voters that are ideologically
more centrist and representative of the electorate than in closed primaries
(Kaufmann, Gimpel, and Hoffman 2003). Others have found that closed primaries
are associated with greater extremism (Geer 1988, 1989; E. Gerber and Morton 1998;
Grofman and Brunell 2001), although curiously, semi-open and semi-closed appear
more moderating than either pure closed and open primaries (Kanthak and Morton
2001). Moreover, interest groups seeking to promote an ideological agenda now have
the resources and technology to sponsor primary challenges against incumbents who
dissatisfy them. Even if the candidates they support lose, these “party purity” groups
send a message to warn other party members from straying (Murakami 2008).6

More recently, work by Abramowitz (2008) challenges the prevailing consensus
about primaries and party polarization. Using exit poll data for the 2006 elections, he
demonstrates that ideologies of primary and general election voters in either party
are not significantly different. The source of ideological polarization, he argues, is the
concrete fact that partisans are deeply divided on a range of policy issues (D. King
1997; Jacobson 2000; Layman, Carsey, and Horowitz 2006). Thus, the polarization
debate continues, with no consensus yet on the sources of sharp partisan division.

5 Paradoxically, the theoretical expectation, at least in studies of European parties, is that
inclusiveness leads to factionalism, while giving greater influence to party leaders, increasing
ideological unity and hence “responsible” parties. In the US, however, the primary may, in fact, create
the opposite effect because American party leaders, who occupy positions in government, tend to be
pragmatic as a strategy to win elections, while primary voters tend to be ideological and less concerned
about nominating candidates who may lose in the general election.

6 Lieberman lost the primary, but because Connecticut lacks a sore-loser provision he was able to
win the general election as an independent candidate.
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Partisan Competition and the Party System

Not surprisingly, V. O. Key was among the first to give serious thought to how
direct primaries shaped party competition and the party system. In Southern
Politics in State and Nation (1949) Key discussed how the primary was used to
create meaningful electoral choice in one-party states in the South. But in his article
in the American Political Science Review (Key 1954), he fleshed out in greater detail
how primary elections affected the minority party and party systems in the North as
well. Key observed that direct primaries caused institutional decay of the minority
party in districts where they were disadvantaged by eliminating the necessity to
maintain local party organizations in all counties for the purpose of state nominat-
ing conventions. When electoral competition occurs only within the majority party,
the second party loses its monopoly on opposition and the party starts to unravel. It
is drained of talent as the politically ambitious migrate to the majority party, and
fails to hold itself accountable through consistent critique of the majority party.
Consequently, the minority party is in such shambles that it can hardly govern
responsibly even if it is swept into office by scandal in the majority party.

Given that so many legislative districts have become lopsided in the past two
decades, it is worth revisiting Key’s arguments about how primaries may exacerbate
institutional decay of the minority party. As of this writing, there are no Republi-
can members of Congress from New England. How has this process of decay
unfolded, and what are the prospects for Republican renewal? And what of
Democrats in the South where Republicans have established seemingly insur-
mountable strongholds outside of urban districts? To a large extent, these trends
toward lopsided districts may reflect ideological realignments in the electorate
(Carmines and Stanley 1992; Levine, Carmines, and Huckfeldt 1997; Abramowitz
and Saunders 1998; Fleisher and Bond 2001), or the possibility that partisans are
more polarized on core policy issues (Layman and Carsey 2002b). In future work,
close inspection of intrapartisan dynamics during the nomination in lopsided
districts might reveal the possibilities for genuine two-party competition. For
example, Black (2004) has observed that Democrats are unlikely to fare well
because the Democratic Party in the electorate, which influences the nomination,
is so different from the median voter in the general election.”

As V. O. Key argued, the strength of the opposition party determines intraparty
competitiveness in both party primaries (Rice 1985). An alternative view contends
that the structure of the nominations determines competition, with runoff

7 According to Black, the contemporary southern Democratic Party is majority female,
approximately 52 percent white, 38 percent African American, and 10 percent Hispanic. This
demographic, he argues, will put increasing pressure on party leadership to recruit and support
candidates who share liberal ideologies—as well as the gender, race, and ethnicity—of most
Democratic voters. Since Democratic voters are considerably different than the median southern
voter, the party will be disadvantaged in general elections.
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primaries enticing more candidates to run, at least in the South (S. Wright and
Riker 1989; B. Canon 1978). A subsequent study demonstrated an interactive effect,
namely that both structure and partisan strength matter (W. Berry and Canon
1993). Runoff primaries help increase competitiveness when the party opposition is
weak, but this dynamic attenuates significantly as the opposition gains strength,
i.e., there is less of a difference in competitiveness between runoffs and single
primaries.

If two-party competition wanes in parts of the nation, then direct primaries
might, presumably, provide a mechanism to hold political elites accountable
through competitive intraparty elections. But the literature suggests that pri-
maries are rarely competitive. One study shows that only half of open seats in
congressional primaries were competitive and just a handful for races with
incumbents who rarely lost (Goodliffe and Magleby 2001). It was not always
this way. Primaries were competitive in the first thirty or forty years after they
were introduced (Ansolabehere et al. 2007a). But then competition declined
precipitously. Why? To be sure, incumbents had advantages in primaries even
in the first decades of the twentieth century when they were introduced. But the
so-called “sophomore surge” advantage grew significantly, albeit gradually, over
time (Ansolabehere et al. 2007a). Explanations for why incumbent advantages
grew during this period remain speculative. Was it the weakening of party
organizations, or increased role of media? Regardless, more work could be done
here to understand the implications for candidate emergence and political com-
petition in the general election.

Given that primaries are so infrequently contested, does this mean they are
irrelevant to political competition for office and fail to serve the purpose of holding
political elites accountable? Not necessarily. The very existence of primaries figures
into the considerations of potential candidates and the behavior of incumbents
(W. Stone and Maisel 2003; Maestas et al. 2006). Incumbents, of course, do not
want to face a primary challenge so they will do everything possible to create the
appearance of invulnerability (Grofman and Brunell 2001). Even if they win,
incumbents fear the challenge will weaken them in the general election and, at
the very least, cost them time and money in waging the internal party battle.

The behavior of incumbents raises the obvious question of whether competitive
primaries affect the prospects of the party nominee in the general election. Do
hard-fought primaries help or hurt the party nominee? There has been quite a bit
of work in this “divisive primary” literature. One causal argument is that voters
loyal to the primary loser may find it difficult to switch over to the candidate they
voted against (Kenney and Rice 1987; Southwell 1986) or that activists supporting
the primary loser’s campaign may not work for the primary winner (Comer 1976;
W. Stone, Atkeson, and Rapoport 1992; but see Atkeson 1998). There is also the
argument that hard-fought primaries tend to flesh out negative issues that could
hurt the party nominee in the general election. At first blush, the findings in this
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literature seem muddled. Several studies find that divisive primaries hurt candi-
dates in the general election (Abramowitz 1988; R. Bernstein 1977; Segura and
Nicholson 1995). Others say there is no relationship (A. Hacker 1965; Kenney
1988) or that it is inconclusive (Born 1981; Hogan 2003a; Kenney and Rice 1984).
Recent scholarship now finds that divisive primaries may actually help House
challengers (Alvarez, Canon, and Sellers 1995; Herrnson 2000).

Lazarus (2005) seems to put his finger on why findings are discrepant. He points out
convincingly that most studies do not distinguish the implications of divisive primaries
for incumbents and challengers. If scholars modeled challengers and incumbents
independently they would find that divisiveness hurts incumbents but helps challengers.
The difference can be attributed to candidate strategic behaviors. Non-incumbents tend
to emerge when they think they can win. Hence, more candidates enter the race with a
vulnerable incumbent, creating the divisive primary. The better performance of chal-
lengers in the general election is thus correlated with divisiveness simply because the
race attracts more quality challengers. Conversely, the incumbents who survive tend to
do more poorly in the general election precisely because they are vulnerable and attract
tougher challengers. It is not the divisive primary per se that causes poorer results in the
general election but the quality of the challengers. Other recent work extends the
concept of strategic behavior to the actions of political elites who support (or withdraw
support from) primary candidates depending on the competitiveness of the general
election (Dominguez 2005).

Third Parties

Although primaries may weaken party organizations, it has been argued that direct
primaries reduce the possibility of third party challenges to the major parties.
Candidates dissatisfied with a party’s policy may choose to capture a major-party
nomination in primaries, rather than pursue office under a third party label with a
smaller probability of winning the general election (Bibby and Maisel 2003; Leon
Epstein 1986; Rosenstone et al. 1996). Certainly, there has been a decline of third
party electoral support over the past century (Hirano and Snyder 2007). It is
unclear, however, the degree to which electoral reforms such as the introduction
of direct primaries or the Australian ballot affected third party decline.

Crespin (2004) finds evidence that the introduction of direct primaries
reduced the total number of candidates competing in congressional elections
(ostensibly because fewer individuals ran as third party candidates). The logic
is that direct primaries make major-party politicians more responsive to con-
stituents, rendering third parties less meaningful. However, recent research attri-
butes the decline of third parties during the twentieth century to New Deal
era policies that co-opted electoral support of left-wing parties (Hirano and
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Snyder 2007). The introduction of sore-loser laws and antifusion laws probably also
matter in shrinking third party activity (on the latter, see Masket 2007).

VOTER PARTICIPATION, REPRESENTATION,
AND GOVERNING

Voter Participation

Theory suggests that open primaries, which are more inclusive, increase turnout
relative to closed primaries. This is supported by empirical work on gubernatorial
primaries (Jewell 1984). Competitive primaries also appear to boost general elec-
tion turnout (Kanthak and Morton 2001), which runs against findings that divided
primaries make supporters of losing candidates stay home on election day. The
type of primary may also affect the degree to which states’ residents consider
themselves independents (Norrander 1989a). There is limited research on the
relationship between primary elections and voter loyalty, although Harvey and
Mukherjee (2006) find that ticket splitting increased following the introduction of
the direct primary in the 1910s and 1920s.

Otherwise, studies of voter behavior in non-presidential primaries are minimal.
Knowledge comes mostly from studies of non-partisan elections (Schaftner, Streb,
and Wright 2001; Squire and Smith 1988), and presidential nominations (Bartels
1988). This work indicates that the absence of the party label motivates voters to use
other information shortcuts, especially incumbency. Since primary voters in non-
presidential campaigns typically receive relatively little political information, it is
likely that non-party heuristics (incumbency, race, gender, age) are even more
important than in presidential nominations. The low information environment
may also increase the significance of media coverage or endorsements by interest
groups, parties, and other political elites (Bardwell 2002; Jewell and Morehouse
2001; Ansolabehere et al. 2006; Iyengar 2002; Shields, Goidel, and Tadlock 1995).
As far as I know, there has been no work on how endorsements and media coverage
matter for different kinds of primaries in state and local elections.

Representation and Governing

Finally, I turn to the literature that addresses the question of how recruitment and
nominations affect governing. Does the greater inclusiveness of American direct
primaries produce better democratic outcomes in areas of policy, political
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leadership, responsiveness, or popular legitimacy? As stated previously, the re-
sponse depends considerably on various conceptions of democracy. If the concern
is substantive, then perhaps the inclusiveness of American primaries is not neces-
sarily an important feature in the democratic process. If, on the other hand, the
concern is about participation or procedural transparency, then primaries assume
greater importance.

From a substantive perspective, the use of primaries should be more important
when rank-and-file legislators have significant power in policymaking (Cross
2008). Lacking certitude that a politician will conform to the party platform
once elected, voters possess an additional check on candidates in the nomination.
The importance of this check increases as the degree of interparty competition
wanes. Given that US general elections are infrequently competitive and that
politicians can ignore party leadership (relative to other democratic systems),
there is a strong argument for inclusiveness in selecting party candidates.

Another argument for inclusiveness is the two-party system. When voters in a
general election have significant choices among political parties, then inclusive
nominations are probably less important and voters may be more willing to let
parties control the nomination process. A good test of this hypothesis is to observe
the relationship between states with restrictive primary laws and the ease with
which third parties or independent candidates can enter general elections. For
example, New York and Connecticut have relatively restrictive primary laws (both
are closed, both require party registration many months before the primary), yet
each is relatively open to third party entrants for the general election. New York
allows fusion laws, and Connecticut does not have a sore-loser provision, enabling
candidates who lose the primary to run in the general election as independents. To
understand the impact of party nomination rules, I recommend a study that
observes the relationship between degree of inclusiveness in major-party nomina-
tions and the potential for third party candidacies.

Ware (2002) argues that too much inclusiveness may weaken the capacity of
parties to function as intermediaries between citizens and government. The inclu-
siveness actually causes lower levels of competition and representation. In theory,
at least, the most internally democratic parties may produce candidates that are
least representative. Conversely, organizations that lack internal democracy may
contribute to democratic practices at the system level, i.e., in general elections and
governing coalitions (Rahat, Hazan, and Katz 2008).

Aside from these important normative questions, there are studies that consider
in concrete terms how multistage elections affect the relationship between constit-
uency preferences and policy positions of winning candidates (Aldrich and McGin-
nis 1989; Aranson and Ordeshook 1972; James Coleman 1971; Wittman 1983). The
research on ideology cited previously covers much of this ground so I will not
repeat it here, except to emphasize the point there is no consensus yet about how
much nominating structures affect policy positions. Zaller (1998) argues that the
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multistage system produces talented politicians. Like prize-fighters, the many
successful electoral battles they endure and win confirm their prowess in represent-
ing constituents. While this may be true, it is reasonable to wonder whether this
system generates effective campaigners rather than individuals who can legislate.
King (1997), for example, argues that primary elections (and the frequency of all
elections) make American candidates overly concerned with winning the next
campaign. Since they fear electoral challenge from either the opposing party or a
challenger in their own party, they are unlikely to spend as much time governing or
making difficult decisions that could make them vulnerable in the district. His
arguments have not been challenged directly and much remains to be said—
theoretically, conceptually, and empirically—about the link between nominations
and democratic outcomes.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

I reiterate my surprise about the dearth of research in a field where empirical work
has so many implications for democratic politics. The grooming of political
leadership, especially in the early stages, raises fundamental questions about the
relationship between elites and masses. Who is better-off by various forms of
participation through direct primaries? And what does it mean to have influence
when competition appears limited to a few contests? From a normative perspective,
we need to explore whether inclusiveness produces “better outcomes,” however
defined. At the very least, the research should be more attentive to how nominating
and recruiting practices potentially undermine some political values while sup-
porting others.

The nomination process also raises meat and potato questions about power. It is
central to understanding Lasswell’s (1936) formulation of politics: who gets what,
when, and how. Through the nomination process, intraparty factions contend for
their vision of the party, trying to benefit the candidate who reflects their material
interests or ideological aspirations. For this reason elites attend closely to nominat-
ing rules that might favor preferred candidates. The profession should do more to
understand the relationship between reform of local and state nominating systems
and political outcomes favored by factions in each of the parties.

The timing is good for such research. Non-federal electoral data are now widely
available and the theoretical ground has been ploughed with studies of the presi-
dential nomination process. Moreover, recent changes experienced by the political
parties—especially in terms of their financial strength and legal standing—warrant
closer scrutiny of the selection process. The subject appears ripe for all kinds of
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methodological approaches, but especially historical analysis, akin to recent work
on the White Primaries in the South that illustrates the remarkable dynamics
involving institutional change, elite behavior, and democratic outcomes (Mickey
2008).

It is also worth revisiting Key’s arguments about how primaries in some regions
exacerbate institutional decay of the minority party. As of this writing, there are no
longer any Republican members of Congress from New England. To what extent
have institutions of recruitment and nomination affected Republicans in the
region? And what of the prospects for Democrats in the South where Republicans
have established seemingly insurmountable strongholds outside of urban districts?
Solid work here can illuminate much about the present and future American party
system (or systems, if you think in terms of fifty states).

Even at the congressional level, we know little about how different nominating
structures affect candidacies. Where do they obtain resources, skills, and networks
to launch political careers (Dominguez 2005)? How are different kinds of candi-
dates affected by different nominating institutions? To be sure, incumbents have
enormous advantages (everywhere), as the research has amply demonstrated, but
additional work should increase knowledge about the effect of institutions and
political culture in drawing out or suppressing quality challengers. In short, the
study of selection practices will tell us much about the winnowing of American
political leadership through its political parties, interest groups, and elections.



CHAPTER 10

HOW PARTIES
NOMINATE
PRESIDENTS

WILLIAM G. MAYER

OF all the many functions political parties perform for democratic political sys-
tems, perhaps none is more crucial than nominating candidates for elective office.
And of all the candidates American political parties nominate, none is more
important than the president of the United States. This, in a nutshell, is why the
American presidential nomination process is so significant.

For most of the twentieth century, however, presidential nominations received
relatively little attention from political scientists, at least when compared to presi-
dential general elections. As recently as about 1974, one could master the academic
literature on presidential nominations by reading about a half-dozen books and five
or ten significant articles. Even V. O. Key (1958), in his celebrated text on parties and
pressure groups, devoted just one chapter to national conventions.

This situation began to change in large part because the nomination process
itself changed, and political scientists naturally tried to understand why the
changes occurred and what consequences they had. In the last three decades,
considerable progress has undoubtedly been made. When Barbara Norrander
wrote a “field essay” on “Presidential Nomination Politics in the Post-Reform
Era” in 1996, she concluded her article with a 224-item bibliography.

As this chapter tries to demonstrate, we now know a lot about the basic structure
of the contemporary presidential nomination process: the rules, the key decision
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points, the candidate strategies, and the roles played by the media and other
outside actors. Yet, inevitably, there remain important gaps in our knowledge. In
the final sections of this chapter, I highlight two of them: our understanding of how
voters reach decisions in presidential primaries; and the larger consequences of
the presidential nomination process for the functioning of the American
political system.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PRESIDENTIAL
NOMINATION PROCEDURES

Most political scientists and historians who have studied the presidential nomina-
tion process agree that in the approximately 220 years since the writing of the US
Constitution, that process has gone through five distinct stages or systems.

The Framers’ System, 1787-1792

When the members of the Constitutional Convention gathered in Philadelphia in
May 1787, they had, by the standards of the eighteenth century, a remarkable
amount of experience in electing and working in legislatures. Every state except
Georgia had been electing some kind of representative assembly for at least ninety
years. By contrast, up until 1776, almost all of the executives early Americans were
familiar with had acquired their titles either by inheritance (the British monarchy)
or by appointment (most colonial governors). Against that background, it should
come as no great surprise that the presidential selection process proved to be one of
the most difficult and contentious issues the convention considered.

The story of how the Constitutional Convention finally settled upon the Consti-
tution’s intricate executive selection procedure has already been told (see McCormick
1982; Slonim 1986; and W. Mayer 2008b). As detailed in Article II, Section 1, each state
was to choose a number of presidential “electors” equal to its number of representa-
tives plus its number of senators. (How these electors were to be chosen was left to
the discretion of the state legislatures.) These electors would then meet in their own
states, and each elector would cast ballots for fwo presidential candidates. If any
candidate received a vote from a majority of the total number of electors, that person
would become president of the United States. If no person received a majority, the
choice would then be made by the House of Representatives, which had to choose
among the top five finishers in the electoral college voting.
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This system was designed to achieve a number of objectives. In part, the
members of the convention were desperately concerned that the new nation’s
choice of a chief executive not be susceptible to intrigue and corruption, from
both domestic and foreign sources. This explains why, for example, the electors met
in their own states rather than in a central location, why no elector could hold an
“Office of Trust and Profit under the United States,” and why all electors were
required to cast their votes on the same day. A second goal, with more substantial
long-term implications, was the framers’ determination to make the executive
independent of the legislature. This seemed to rule out selection by the legislature,
and since a national popular vote was widely considered impracticable, that left an
elector-based system as a natural compromise.

The question of immediate relevance is: how were presidential nominations to be
accomplished under this system? That is to say, did the framers of the Constitution
provide or anticipate any specific mechanism for narrowing the set of serious
presidential contenders down to a manageable number of alternatives? Given the
state of democratic theory and practice as of 1787, it is likely that many framers did
not, in fact, see this as a distinct or important question. Among those who did
think about the matter, however, there seem to have been two major schools of
thought.

On the one hand, a number of members of the Constitutional Convention
clearly thought that the electoral college itself would serve as a nominating device.
In most years, they believed, the electoral votes would be so scattered among a
variety of state and local favorites that no candidate would achieve the majority
required by Article II. The final decision would therefore regularly devolve upon
the House of Representatives, which, as noted earlier, would be compelled to
choose from among the top five finishers in the electoral college. In the extant
records of the convention, at least six delegates, including both James Madison and
Alexander Hamilton, expressed the view that most presidential elections would
wind up in the House. Indeed, both James Madison and Roger Sherman specifi-
cally described the system they were creating as one in which the large states, which
were expected to dominate the electoral college, would “nominate” the candidates
(Farrand 1937, 500, 513).

But there are also some suggestions in the convention records of a second
possibility, which might be called nomination by natural consensus. Given that
the electors were supposed to be a group of political elites, deliberately selected
for their “information and discernment” (as Hamilton claimed in The Federalist,
No. 68), they would know all the leading presidential candidates well and an
unforced consensus would gradually emerge around one or two of the candidates.
As James Wilson put it, “Continental Characters will multiply as we more & more
coalesce, so as to enable the electors in every part of the Union to know & judge of
them” (Farrand 1937, 501). It was this second possibility that actually governed the
presidential elections of 1788—9 and 1792, the only elections in which the electoral
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college worked anything like the framers had anticipated. George Washington was
an overwhelming favorite to be elected president no matter what the selection
procedure; and, in fact, Washington received a vote from every elector in both of
the first two elections.

The Rise of Deliberate Coordination, 1796-1828

By the early 1790s, however, political parties had started to emerge in the new
nation, and by 1796, these parties were clearly starting to exert their influence in the
presidential election process. Precisely because the framers had made it so difficult
to coordinate or control the process after the members of the electoral college had
been selected, the parties’ solution was to try to influence who was chosen for the
electoral college. What was needed was a mechanism for getting the adherents of
each party to agree in advance on their preferred presidential and vice-presidential
candidates,! and then work within each state to ensure that electors pledged to vote
for those candidates were elected by popular vote or by the state legislatures.
(Up until the 1830s, both methods were widely used for choosing members of
the electoral college.)

The predominant, though not exclusive, mechanism that the early American
parties used to unite and coordinate their presidential efforts was the congressional
caucus. As its name implies, the congressional caucus was a gathering of a party’s
adherents in the US Senate and House of Representatives. Why was this particular
nominating mechanism used? Perhaps the best answer is simply that there was no
practicable alternative. In a large country with a geographically dispersed popula-
tion and an underdeveloped communications and transportation infrastructure,
Congress was the only vehicle for assembling a set of party leaders that could
plausibly be described as both national and representative.

A cloud of illegitimacy hung over the congressional caucus throughout the three
decades or so of its existence—partly because political parties in general were seen
as disreputable, partly because the congressional caucus was seen as an extracon-
stitutional attempt to unite the legislative and executive powers that the Constitu-
tion had so deliberately and intricately separated. Indeed, it is difficult to say just
when the first congressional nominating caucuses were held: some historians say
1796, others say 1800 (for a review of the dispute, see Morgan 1969). As historian

1 Though the Constitution, as we have seen, instructed the electors to vote for two, undifferentiated
presidential candidates, from the very beginning political parties clearly intended one of their two
nominees to be their presidential candidate and the other their vice-presidential candidate. In 1804,
the Twelfth Amendment removed any ambiguity by mandating that the electors cast separate votes for
president and vice-president.
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James Chase (1973) has pointed out, the congressional caucus also never developed
a stable set of rules and procedures. Even on such basic matters as who had the
authority to organize and convene the caucus, there was surprisingly little conti-
nuity from one election to the next.

The congressional caucus lingered on, at least within the Democratic—Republi-
can Party, until 1824. Its other weaknesses notwithstanding, what finally adminis-
tered the caucus’s death blow was the fact that the opposition party, the Federalists,
had essentially disappeared, thereby removing all incentive for party unity. So when
the congressional caucus threatened to nominate Treasury Secretary William
Crawford, three other prospective candidates and their supporters simply boy-
cotted the proceedings and ran for president anyway. (Crawford finished last in the
popular vote and a weak third in the electoral college.)

The Pure Convention System, 1832-1908

As two new parties, the Democrats and the Whigs, began to emerge in the late 1820s
and early 1830s, they experimented with a variety of mechanisms for unifying their
ranks and legitimizing their presidential candidates. In 1832, both held national
party conventions for this purpose, and by the 1840s, both were taking steps to
institutionalize and regularize this procedure.

Whatever other upheavals American politics went through between 1840 and
1908, including the dissolution of the Whig Party and its replacement by the
Republicans, the rules of the presidential nomination process proved remarkably
stable. Every four years, delegates representing the state affiliates of each national
party gathered in a centrally accessible city to nominate a presidential ticket, adopt
a national platform, and perform a small number of other housekeeping tasks.
(Almost all of the early conventions were held in Baltimore; beginning in 1860,
Chicago became the favored location.) Convention votes were apportioned among
the states in proportion to their number of electoral votes; the delegates were
usually chosen at state conventions. There was one critical difference between the
parties. Whereas the Whigs and then the Republicans nominated their presidential
ticket by a simple majority, Democratic rules insisted that a candidate receive two-
thirds of the convention votes before being declared the winner.

How did these conventions go about making their decisions? In one of the few
systematic studies of the pure convention system, Gerald Pomper (1966, ch. 8)
divided conventions into four basic types. Eighteen of the thirty-nine major party
conventions held between 1832 and 1908 (48 percent) simply ratified what appeared
to be a preexisting consensus: a candidate was nominated on the first ballot
and received at least two-thirds of the convention votes. Three other conventions
(8 percent) exercised what Pomper called “limited discretion™: here, too, the
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nomination took just one ballot, but the winner received less than two-thirds of the
vote. Eleven conventions (28 percent) required multiple ballots, but finally settled
upon what Pomper called a “major candidate”: one who had received at least 20
percent of the votes on the first ballot. Finally, almost one-fifth of all conventions
(seven of thirty-nine) produced a “dark horse” nominee: the eventual winner had
less than 20 percent on the first ballot. In a significant number of cases, in short, the
pure conventions were the site of real decision making.

The Mixed System, 1912-1968

Beginning in 1912, an important new ingredient was added to the convention
system: presidential primaries.2 In a significant number of states, national conven-
tion delegates were selected or bound not by closed, party-run conventions, but by
popular vote. Who was eligible to vote in these primaries varied from state to state.
Some states opened their primaries only to voters who had previously registered
with a particular party; others, such as Wisconsin, allowed in any voter who had
taken a temporary interest in a given party’s presidential contest. Whatever the
precise details, presidential primaries dramatically expanded the number of ordi-
nary voters who could take a meaningful part in a major-party presidential
nomination.

Up through 1968, however, the role of presidential primaries—and thus of direct
popular participation—remained a limited one. Only about a third of all states
held a primary, and many of these operated under rules that were deliberately
designed to advantage party regulars and insulate the delegate selection process
from insurgent candidates and popular movements.

The classic way to win a presidential nomination under the mixed system is
often said to be John Kennedy’s march to the Democratic nomination in 1960.
Kennedy entered a total of just seven presidential primaries, winning them all, but
thereby acquiring just a small fraction of the number of delegates needed to win the
nomination. Kennedy then used his success in the primaries to convince skeptical
party leaders that he would be the party’s strongest candidate in the general
election, his youth and Catholicism notwithstanding.?

As its name implies, the mixed system created two major “power centers” within
each party’s presidential nomination process. Presidential primaries allowed for
some measure of popular input; but party leaders and elected officials also con-
trolled large blocs of delegates. And if those leaders disliked or distrusted a

2 For further details about the rise of presidential primaries and their role in the mixed system,
see Overacker (1926) and David, Goldman, and Bain (1960).
3 The classic account of the role of primaries in the mixed nomination system is Davis (1967).
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candidate, they had the discretion to reject him, no matter how well he did in the
primaries. In 1952, Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver won twelve of the thirteen
primaries he entered, but had so little support among party leaders that he never
won more than 30 percent of the total convention vote.

THE PLEBISCITARY SYSTEM, 1972—PRESENT

In retrospect, it is hard not to feel that the mixed system served the Democratic
Party—and the country—rather well. Between 1928 and 1964, mixed-system con-
ventions nominated, in succession, Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Adlai
Stevenson, John Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson. This is also one of the few periods
in American history when academics, congenitally disposed to find fault, actually
wrote spirited defenses of the presidential nomination process (see, for example,
Polsby and Wildavsky 1968).

That record notwithstanding, the mixed system was unable to survive the fierce
political passions that accompanied the late 1960s and the Vietnam War. In 1968,
two major antiwar candidates, Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy, won most
of the presidential primaries, but the party leaders didn’t like McCarthy, and
Kennedy was assassinated on the final night of the primaries, so the nomination
went instead to Hubert Humphrey, Johnson’s vice-president and a supporter of the
war, who hadn’t contested a single primary. As is often the case in politics, a process
that had previously been judged quite acceptable began to seem illegitimate once it
produced the “wrong” outcome. As the Democratic convention approached, part
of the antiwar forces” anger focused on the process that, in their view, had denied
them a nomination they won in the primaries.

On the second night of the Democratic national convention, partly as a conces-
sion to the supporters of the losing candidates, the convention approved a minority
report from the rules committee that, as eventually interpreted, authorized a
special commission to rewrite the delegate selection rules that were to be used
for the 1972 convention. Though commissions are often dismissed as a way to
“study” a problem in order to avoid acting on it, the Commission on Party
Structure and Delegate Selection—more commonly known as the McGovern—
Fraser Commission, after the two men who served as its chairman—met or
exceeded the expectations of its most fervent supporters. In just four years, the
commission succeeded in putting together a comprehensive set of recommenda-
tions that entirely recast the ground rules for delegate selection, got these recom-
mendations accepted by the Democratic National Committee, and then compelled
fifty state parties to abide by their provisions. The upshot has been justly described
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as “the greatest systematic change in presidential nomination procedures in all of
American history” (Shafer 1983, 28).

Two major ideas underlie most of the changes instituted by the McGovern—
Fraser Commission. First, the new rules represented a dramatic increase in the
power of the national Democratic Party vis-a-vis the state parties. Both the pure
convention system and the mixed system had been characterized by an extreme
decentralization of authority in establishing delegate selection procedures. State
parties essentially had the power to select their delegates in any way they wanted.
Only if two sets of delegates showed up at the national convention, each claiming
to represent a given state, would the national party intervene in such matters. Even
the most blatant forms of racial discrimination practiced by southern Democratic
parties were not outlawed until 1968. In stark contrast, the centerpiece of the
McGovern—Fraser initiatives was a sweeping assertion of the national party’s
authority to control its state and local affiliates. Specifically, the commission
promulgated eighteen “guidelines” that were designed to regulate state delegate
selection procedures in remarkable detail. All state parties that hoped to have their
delegates seated at the 1972 convention were required to:

* have “explicit, written rules”
* “forbid proxy voting”
* “forbid the use of the unit rule”

* ensure that party meetings were held on “uniform dates, at uniform times, and in
public places of easy access”

“ensure adequate public notice” of all meetings

“prohibit the ex-officio designation of delegates”

“conduct the entire process of delegate selection . .. within the calendar year of
the Convention.™*

Still other guidelines took aim at filing fees, petition requirements, quorum provi-
sions, intrastate apportionment, and slate-making procedures.

Second, in the battle between the established, “regular” party organizations and
the new issue- and candidate-activists, the McGovern—Fraser Commission came
down squarely on the side of the activists. Where the old rules had often been set up
with the deliberate intention of assisting the party regulars, the new rules sought to
strip away all such advantages. “Full, meaningful, and timely” participation was the
commission’s goal and mandate, that swept everything else before it. That is why, as
we have seen, the McGovern—Fraser guidelines banned ex officio delegates and
proxy voting, demanded explicit written rules and advance publicity for all meet-
ings, and even tried to regulate slate-making procedures.

4 All guidelines are quoted from Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selection (1970).
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Taken together, this was no mere tinkering with the rules. Of the eighteen
guidelines, every state was in violation of at least six. Looked at from another
perspective, before the commission’s formation, there were five basic institutional
mechanisms used by state parties for selecting national convention delegates. The
commission’s final report effectively banned two of the five and severely restricted
the use of a third (Shafer 1983, 197—9, 223).

The most conspicuous consequence of the new rules was a significant increase in
the number of presidential primaries. In 1968, the Democrats had held just
seventeen primaries, a number that had stayed fairly stable since at least 1952. But
this number increased to twenty-three in 1972, to twenty-nine in 1976, and then to
thirty-three in 1988 (Hagen and Mayer 2000, 11). States that decided not to hold a
primary could select their delegates through a caucus-convention process that was
superficially similar to the state conventions that most states had used before 1972.
But the McGovern—Fraser rules also transformed caucuses, opening them up to any
Democrat who wanted to participate and removing any special advantages that had
once accrued to the regular party organizations. Though they have far lower
participation rates, in most other respects contemporary caucuses are, as one
presidential candidate described them, “the functional equivalent of a primary.”
Indeed, where the pre-reform conventions advantaged candidates with close ties to
the established party leadership, present-day caucuses actually provide an edge to
insurgent candidates like Jesse Jackson, Pat Robertson, and Barack Obama
(W. Mayer 1996).

To this point, my account of changes in the contemporary nomination process
has dealt entirely with the Democratic Party. In fact, we lack a good account of
what was happening in the Republican Party during these same years and why.
Most commentators simply assert (without much evidence) that when Democratic
state legislatures rewrote their states’ presidential primary laws, they applied these
laws to both parties and thus inadvertently “reformed” the Republican Party as
well. But the Republicans also established a special commission at their 1968
convention, which recommended a number of significant changes that were
eventually adopted by the 1972 GOP convention (Bibby 1980; D. Price 1984,
156—9). Whatever was driving the changes on the Republican side, the bottom
line is that while there are some differences between the Democratic and Republi-
can nomination systems, they tend to be rather subtle ones, such as the Repub-
licans’ greater use of so-called winner-take-all delegate allocation rules. The most
conspicuous features of the plebiscitary system, such as the increased use of
presidential primaries, are clearly characteristic of both parties.

In addition to these party-based reforms, one other set of rule changes clearly
helped lay the groundwork for the plebiscitary nomination system. Just two years
after the 1972 election, Congress passed a law that completely restructured the ways
that candidates could raise and spend money while running for president. For the
first time, there were limits on the amount of money that a person could contribute
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to a presidential campaign; candidates were also required to disclose the sources of
all the money they raised and how they spent it. To compensate for the money that
candidates could no longer raise from large contributions, the 1974 law also
established a new source of campaign money—federal matching funds—but
candidates who accepted such funds were required to abide by spending limits.>

REFORMING THE REFORMS

The work of the McGovern—Fraser Commission proved to be highly controversial,
especially after the first presidential candidate nominated under the new rules, South
Dakota Senator (and former commission chairman) George McGovern, went down
to one of the most lopsided defeats in American presidential history. In each of the next
four election cycles, the Democrats established a new “reform” commission that was
charged with reexamining and revising the work of one or more of its predecessors.

As the plebiscitary nomination system enters its fifth decade, it seems clear that
anyone who had hoped that these later commissions would turn back the clock and
“reform the reforms” was sadly disappointed. Almost all of the changes instituted
by the McGovern—Fraser Commission have endured. In some cases, indeed,
subsequent commissions actually pushed the changes even further in the direction
initially sought by reform advocates. For example, the McGovern—Fraser guidelines
had merely urged state parties to “adopt procedures which will provide for fair
representation of minority views on presidential candidates” (Commission on
Party Structure and Delegate Selection 1970, 36). By 1992, however, all states were
required to allocate delegates in direct proportion to the primary or caucus vote.

The only real exception to the claim made in the last paragraph—the only
enduring counter-reform—was the creation of superdelegates. With state parties
no longer permitted to appoint ex officio delegates or do anything else that seemed
to give an advantage to party leaders and elected officials, one effect of the new
rules was a sharp decline in the presence of major Democratic officeholders at the
party’s national conventions. For example, between 1956 and 1968, on average 70
percent of the Democratic members of the US Senate were voting delegates at the
national convention. But this number fell to 35 percent in 1972, and then to 18
percent in 1976 (based on data reported in Reiter 1985, 66).

Convinced that this development was negatively affecting both the workings of the
presidential nomination process and the Democratic Party’s performance in

5 For further details about the campaign finance laws and their effect on the plebiscitary
nomination process, see Corrado (1996); Corrado and Gouvea (2004); Magleby and Mayer (2008).
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government, in 1982 the Commission on Presidential Nomination (the Hunt Com-
mission) created a new category of delegates, dubbed superdelegates. (Their formal
title in the Democratic Party’s national rules is “unpledged party leaders and elected
officials.”) Though the details have changed a bit from election to election, since 1992
all members of the Democratic National Committee, all Democratic governors, and
all Democratic members of the US House and Senate have automatically become
delegates to the Democratic national convention. In all, superdelegates comprised 19
percent of the delegates to the 2008 convention (for the exact provisions and numbers
in all Democratic conventions since 1984, see W. Mayer 2009).

So the ban on ex officio delegates has been repealed. But has this new type of
delegate, whose existence was much fought over in the early 1980s, actually had a
significant effect on subsequent nomination races? The 2008 nomination contest
provided exactly the sort of circumstances where the superdelegates might have
mattered. On the morning after Super Tuesday (February 5), it was clear that neither
Hillary Clinton nor Barack Obama had scored an early knockout, and that the fate of
the Democratic nomination might accordingly rest with the large bloc of super-
delegates, most of whom were still uncommitted. With Clinton holding a two-to-one
advantage among those superdelegates who had declared a preference, many within
her campaign openly suggested that the superdelegates might bring her victory even if
she didn’t fare quite so well in the remaining primaries and caucuses.

It soon became clear, however, that the superdelegates were reluctant to play such
arole. As House Speaker Nancy Pelosi put it, “If the votes of superdelegates overturn
what’s happened in the elections, it would be harmful to the Democratic Party.” In
the weeks immediately after Super Tuesday, Obama posted a string of ten consecu-
tive primary and caucus victories, and as he established a clear lead in the popular
vote and the media delegate counts, the superdelegates slowly but surely swung into
line behind him. By early May, most media delegate counters were reporting that a
small plurality of the superdelegates now favored Obama; on June 3, he clinched the
nomination.®

The most striking lesson of the superdelegate saga concerns the difficulty of
turning the clock back on party reforms. Over the last four decades—indeed, for
most of the twentieth century—Americans have learned to treat political parties as
essentially public entities, whose internal deliberations and most important deci-
sions are open to any voter who wants to express an opinion, no matter how little
support they have previously given the party. From this perspective, the McGovern—
Fraser Commission and its Republican counterpart merely extended a set of norms
and rules to presidential nominations that had long been applied to almost every
other major office in American politics. Thus, even when a group like the

6 All details in this and the preceding paragraph are taken from Mayer (2009).
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superdelegates had the theoretical capacity to influence the outcome of a closely
contested nomination race, they were reluctant to exercise that power.

THE CONTEMPORARY NOMINATION PROCESS
IN ACTION: FIVE GENERALIZATIONS

How does the contemporary presidential nomination process actually work? How
does it finally confer the nomination on a single candidate? In the interests of
facilitating further research, I have tried to sum up the state of current knowledge
of this subject in terms of five major generalizations.

The process starts early. Before 1972, presidential nomination campaigns were
generally confined to the election year. Even the most eager candidates generally did
not announce their candidacies until the beginning of the election year or the final
months of the preceding year (for the announcement dates of all presidential candi-
dates between 1952 and 1968, see Hagen and Mayer 2000, 22—4). John Kennedy, for
example, announced his intention to seek the White House on January 2, 1960. The
earliest entrant into the 1960 Democratic field was Hubert Humphrey; he launched
his campaign on January 30, 1959. To be sure, many candidates (including Kennedy)
had been quietly laying the groundwork for their candidacy for months or years prior
to the formal announcement. But as Michael Hagen and I (2000) have shown, this
sort of “pre-campaign” activity did not appear to interfere with a potential candidate’s
governing responsibilities. In 1959, John Kennedy showed up for 77 percent of all
Senate roll call votes, not much different from his participation rates in 1957 and 1958.
Only in 1960, the election year itself, did his participation rate plunge to 35 percent.

By contrast, contemporary presidential nomination campaigns generally begin a
few weeks after the preceding midterm election. By the early spring of the year before
the election, twenty months before the general election, one or both parties will
generally have a large field of candidates already in the field, working pretty much full-
time on their campaigns. Almost the only exception is an incumbent president, who
generally does not face any serious opposition in his quest for renomination and can
therefore delay his announcement until the election year itself.

So long and potentially significant is this period of intense campaigning that
precedes the formal delegate selection season that it now has a name: the invisible
primary (Hadley 1976), though some commentators have argued that this is now a
misnomer, since a great deal of this campaigning is quite public and closely
monitored by the national media. At least three major activities occupy the
candidates’ time and attention during this period.
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First, the new campaign finance regime—in particular, the contribution limits—
has turned fundraising into a highly labor-intensive activity. In order to raise the
substantial amounts of money required by a contemporary nomination campaign,
candidates can no longer call up a few wealthy supporters. Instead, they must
solicit contributions from thousands and even millions of individual donors, and
even with the assistance of the Internet, this generally requires a huge commitment
of the candidate’s time. Shortly after the conclusion of the 1996 presidential
nomination campaign, former Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander estimated
that fully 70 percent of his time during 1995 was devoted to fundraising (as quoted
in W. Mayer and Busch 2004, 157).

Second, and more substantively, the invisible primary is the time when candidates
try out the themes and issue appeals that will, they hope, distinguish them from the
other candidates and win them votes. The significance of this early campaigning is
easiest to appreciate when one candidate clearly reads the mood of the potential
electorate better than his or her peers. In 2003, for example, Howard Dean was initially
the only major Democratic candidate to come out squarely against the war in Iraq.
The result was that during the second quarter of 2003, Dean raised substantially more
money than any other candidate and also saw a significant increase in his poll
numbers. Belatedly, and with varying degrees of success, all of the other major
candidates struggled to shift gears and portray themselves as opponents of the war.

An enormous amount of attention is focused on two early delegate selection events:
the Iowa caucuses and the New Hampshire primary. One other invisible primary
activity deserves special notice: the candidates spend an enormous amount of time
and, increasingly, money in Iowa and New Hampshire, the states that have
traditionally held, respectively, the first presidential caucus and the first primary.”
In the 1988 election cycle, for example, the seven major Democratic candidates
spent 547 days campaigning in Iowa, 288 days in New Hampshire, and 441 days in
all fourteen of the southern and border-South states that voted on Super Tuesday
(i.e., about thirty-two days per state). The figures on the Republican side are
similar: the GOP’s six major presidential contenders devoted 300 days to Iowa,
367 days to New Hampshire, and just 396 days to the entire South (twenty-eight
days per state).8

The reason that lowa and New Hampshire matter is not, of course, the number of
delegates at stake there, but all the publicity these states receive and the effect that a
win or a “better than expected” showing in one or both of these states can have on
the rest of the delegate selection season. This phenomenon, too, has a name: it is
called “momentum.”

7 For further discussion of the role of Iowa and New Hampshire in the presidential nomination
process, see Orren and Polsby (1987); Buell (2000); Mayer and Busch (2004); Busch (2008).
8 Figures are taken from Norrander (1992, 94).
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Momentum, it seems clear, is not a simple phenomenon.? It is best defined as the
effect that primary and/or caucus outcomes have on subsequent primaries and
caucuses. It thus reflects one of the most distinctive features of the primary and
caucus season: its sequential nature. Unlike general elections or the primaries that are
held for all other elective offices in the United States, primaries are not held on a single
day, but over a four- to five-month period. Voters in later primaries may therefore
adjust their decisions based on information they learn from earlier primaries.

Specifically, momentum probably derives from all of the following causal me-
chanisms, in proportions that vary from election to election:

* By winning or running better than expected in one of the much anticipated and
highly publicized early delegate selection events, a candidate will probably
receive a great deal of additional media coverage and will thus become better
known to prospective voters. Since voters rarely vote for someone whom they
don’t know, this effect alone is likely to increase their share of the vote in
subsequent primaries.

* Not only do candidates get a lot of additional publicity from doing well in Iowa
and New Hampshire, but this publicity tends, at least in the short term, to be
highly positive. “The victorious candidate is portrayed as popular, exciting,
confident, in control: in short, a leader. His poll ratings are increasing; his
organization is growing; his message is catching on; his crowds are large and
enthusiastic. His opponents, by contrast, are dead, dying, or in disarray”
(W. Mayer 1987, 14).

* In a large multicandidate field, voters tend to restrict their choice of candidates
to those who are seen as viable: those who have a reasonable chance of winning
the nomination. Although neither lowa nor New Hampshire is representative of
the national electorate, the media and other commentators tend to interpret
these early events—overinterpret them, actually—as a sign of how voters in
general will assess the candidates and thus of how the rest of the primaries and
caucuses will turn out. Successful candidates are accordingly seen as more viable.

» Voters also use the results from early primaries and caucuses to assess the
candidates’ electability: their likelihood of being able to win a general election
against the opposition party’s candidate. Since a nomination victory is of little
value unless it is followed up by a victory in the general election, some voters
may decide to vote strategically, casting their ballot for one of their less preferred
candidates because he or she has a better chance of winning in November.

* Voters aren’t the only ones who use the Iowa and New Hampshire results to
assess the candidates’ viability and electability. Campaign contributors go

9 The following account draws especially on Patterson (1980); Brady and Johnston (1987); Bartels
(1988).



HOW PARTIES NOMINATE PRESIDENTS 199

through much the same process. Candidates who do well in Iowa and New
Hampshire often receive huge infusions of new campaign money. Losers often
find themselves short of funds and thus unable to wage the kind of aggressive
campaign needed to recover from an early setback.

The importance of momentum should not be overstated. In most contested
nomination races, the winning candidate is the person leading in the national polls
on the eve of the Iowa caucuses (W. Mayer 2004). But doing well in IJowa and New
Hampshire at least means that a candidate will be taken seriously in subsequent
primaries. A candidate who does poorly in both locales, by contrast, will frequently
find himself taken down a notch in the estimation of both reporters and voters.
Since 1976, only one candidate (Bill Clinton in 1992) has managed to win a
presidential nomination without winning either Iowa or New Hampshire.

Within a few days or weeks after the beginning of the delegate selection season, a
substantial number of candidates will begin to drop out of the race. In the mixed
system, candidates who got into a contested nomination race generally stayed in, at
least to the end of the primary season, usually all the way to the convention. In the
plebiscitary system, by contrast, most candidates start early but also exit early. In
1984, to take a typical year, the Democrats had eight major candidates competing
throughout the invisible primary. Within ten days of the Iowa caucuses, three of
them had already announced that they were withdrawing from the race. In the next
two weeks, two other candidates exited the field. Thus, for most of the primary and
caucus season, Democratic voters had an effective choice among just three of the
eight original candidates.

In most years, a candidate will wrap up the nomination by the end of March. Given
all the attention lavished on Iowa and New Hampshire, and the early withdrawals
of so many candidates, lots of states drew the obvious conclusion that, when
scheduling a primary or caucus, early was better. Beginning in the 1980s, more
and more states moved their key delegate selection events as close as possible to the
start of the delegate selection period allowed by Democratic party rules. (The
Republican Party did not adopt a rule that restricted the scheduling of primaries
and caucuses until 2000.) The result was a primary and caucus calendar that has
become increasingly front-loaded (W. Mayer and Busch 2004). In 1996, for exam-
ple, there were four primaries in the week immediately after New Hampshire,
followed by nine more in week 3, seven in week 4, four major midwestern primaries
in week 5, and three more primaries, including California, in week 6. Thus, while
the primary season technically lasted sixteen weeks, 77 percent of the delegates were
already chosen by the end of the sixth week.

And as the calendar became more front-loaded, it became possible for a front-
running candidate to clinch his party’s nomination quite early in the calendar year,
months before the end of the primary season and the opening of his party’s
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national convention. The Democratic nomination race of 2008 is a conspicuous
exception to this generalization: Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton continued
slugging it out until the beginning of June. But this is the only exception in the last
four nomination cycles. In every other contested nomination race during this
period, including the 2008 Republican contest, the successful candidate had
clinched the nomination by the end of March.

The national conventions no longer make any important decisions. While some
nomination contests may linger on into May or June, it is incredibly unlikely that
they will still be unresolved by the time a party’s national convention begins.
National party conventions are still held every four years, and in a formal, legal
sense they are still the bodies that officially designate each party’s presidential and
vice-presidential candidates. But every shred of discretion, every bit of real deci-
sion-making power, has gradually been bled out of the conventions.

National conventions, it is important to say, were in decline well before the
McGovern—Fraser Commission held its first meeting. The last convention that
required more than one ballot to nominate a presidential candidate was the
Democratic national convention of 1952. In every convention since then, in both
parties, one candidate entered the convention with a large lead among declared
delegates and then went on to victory on the first ballot. Nevertheless, in the final
years of the mixed system, conventions still had some significance. Of the precon-
vention front-runners between 1956 and 1968, most non-incumbents had not yet
secured a majority of the delegates (see the data in W. Mayer and Busch 2004, 47).
The convention therefore became the place where the bargain was sealed: where the
front-runner and his campaign organization made and received enough commit-
ments to put him over the top. And the front-runner’s opponents thus had at least
some hope that they could derail the bandwagon if the front-runner misplayed his
cards or lost out on some crucial rules or platform fight.

Conventions could play this sort of role during the mixed system because large
numbers of delegates—between 20 and 50 percent in most years—were still
uncommitted on the weekend before the convention. One effect of the new rules,
however, was a dramatic reduction in the number of uncommitted delegates
selected to both parties’ conventions. In the 1980 contest between Jimmy Carter
and Edward Kennedy, for example, at the end of the primary season only 3 percent
of the delegates were uncommitted. In that year’s Republican nomination race, just
8 percent of the delegates were selected on an uncommitted basis (all data are from
W. Mayer and Busch 2004, 39). With fewer uncommitted delegates available, with
most candidates dropping out of the race only weeks after the first delegates were
selected, it was almost inevitable that one candidate would achieve a majority well
before the convention was gaveled to order.

As conventions became less significant as a decision-making forum, political
strategists increasingly came to view conventions in terms of the contribution they
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could make to a party’s general election campaign. At least at the beginning of the
plebiscitary nomination period, the three major television networks were still
broadcasting “gavel-to-gavel” coverage of the national conventions. Beginning
with the Republican convention of 1972, presidential campaign managers tried to
turn the conventions into a four-day-long commercial for the victorious candidate.

But this, in turn, meant that every vestige of dissent, every sign that the party was
anything less than 100 percent united behind the nominee and his program, had to
be resolved behind the scenes, before the convention opened, outside the spotlight
of prime-time television. The last convention to hold a contested roll call vote on
either the platform or the rules was the 1988 Democratic convention. National
conventions, once one of the most enthralling moments in all of American politics,
became boring. Ironically but quite predictably, the more conventions were
scripted and sanitized for television, the less the major networks wanted to televise
them. In recent years, network television coverage of the major party conventions
has dwindled to about one hour per night—and a considerable part of this time is
usually spent complaining about how little is actually taking place.

WHO WINS AND WHY

Contemporary presidential nominations, then, are won and lost in the primaries
and caucuses. In every election cycle since 1976, in both parties, the nomination has
always gone to the candidate who won the most votes. Though superdelegates have
accounted for about one-sixth of the delegates at recent Democratic conventions,
they have never shown the capacity to resist a popular favorite.

But this conclusion only pushes the explanatory task one step further back. Why
does one candidate win a plurality of the vote? What major factors explain voting
behavior in a presidential primary? In addition to its importance in presidential
politics, these questions have great theoretical significance. Virtually everything we
know about voting behavior in American politics comes from general elections
contested by two candidates, each of whom is explicitly identified as a member of
one of the two major parties. How might behavior change if one or more of these
variables were altered? One way to answer this question, of course, is to analyze
data from other countries, but this strategy requires the analyst to grapple with a
series of complicated questions about the confounding effects of political culture
and national history. By studying presidential primaries, we can, without venturing
outside the United States, examine elections that usually involve more than two
candidates, all of whom are members of the same party. Moreover, presidential
primaries are only the first stage in a multistage electoral process; a successful
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candidate in the primaries, in order to deliver on most of his promises, must also
be capable of winning the general election.

Its practical and theoretical significance notwithstanding, political scientists
have made surprisingly little progress in understanding voting behavior in presi-
dential primaries. We know that momentum has something to do with it, but
momentum is plainly not a complete theory of primary voting. It cannot explain,
for example, why a New Hampshire victory has catapulted some candidates into
the national lead (e.g., Gary Hart in 1984), while other candidates never won again
(Pat Buchanan in 1996). Nor can it explain why candidates with momentum catch
on with some types of voters more than others.

There are a few building blocks available for a larger theory of primary voting.
John Geer (1989) has provided strong reason to think that the personal qualities of
the candidates matter a lot more in the primaries than they do in presidential
general elections. There is also evidence that performance evaluations are a domi-
nant factor in nomination contests involving incumbent presidents and vice-
presidents (W. Mayer 2008a). But we still lack a basic understanding as to why,
for example, Barack Obama bested Hillary Clinton.

THE PROCESS AND THE PoLITY

In what ways, if any, is American politics different for having the kind of presiden-
tial nomination process we have? This is, in many ways, a forbidding question to
answer in any kind of systematic manner. If the nomination races of the last forty
years have taught us nothing else, they have shown the remarkable adaptability of
candidates and political parties. No matter what the rules, ambitious candidates
and other actors find ways to make them work to their advantage or, at least, to
neutralize the disadvantages. When long shots and “outsider” candidates like
George McGovern and Jimmy Carter showed the advantages of doing lots of
personal campaigning in Towa and New Hampshire, front-runners such as Walter
Mondale and Al Gore responded by doing the same thing. As Marty Cohen and his
colleagues (2008) have shown, party leaders have also found ways of exerting
influence in the post-reform nomination process.

Yet the question is an important one, and the following are some preliminary
answers.

1. The framers, as we have seen, wanted a presidential selection process that
would ensure the executive’s independence from the legislature. Had the congres-
sional caucus survived, it might have led to a regular pattern of weak executives,
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who understood that subservience to the legislature was the price of acquiring and
keeping power. But the rise of national conventions, whether in the pure, mixed, or
plebiscitary form, has kept the presidential nomination process free from congres-
sional domination. This is not to say that national conventions have been the
driving force behind the growth of presidential power; but we can say that when
other forces conjoined to strengthen the hand of the presidency, nothing in the
presidential nomination process restrained that development.

2. Particularly when compared to the path to power trod by prime ministers in
Great Britain, the American presidential nomination process has always been a lot
messier. There is no one, well-marked route to a presidential nomination. Of the
thirty-seven major party presidential nominations that have been conferred since
1900 (renomination of incumbent presidents excluded), fourteen were won by
governors, eight by senators, six by vice-presidents. The remainder went to a
general, a businessman, an ambassador, two judges, two cabinet members, and a
member of the House.!® Among other things, this helps explain why any party that
is not renominating an incumbent president usually has a large field of declared
candidates.

3. While there are many possible routes to a presidential nomination, one
strategy with a notably low success rate is to first become part of the congressional
leadership. In the United States, legislative leaders rarely win presidential nomina-
tions. Since the institutionalization of party nominating conventions in the 1840s,
only three former Speakers of the House have ever received a presidential nomina-
tion (all were in the nineteenth century). Only one Senate majority or minority
leader has been nominated for the presidency. Most twentieth-century speakers of
the House appear to have recognized this reality and never seriously considered a
run for the White House.

4. As British observers of American politics have frequently noted, the US
presidential selection process takes a long time. (Indeed, Harold Laski made this
point in 1940, well before the onset of the plebiscitary system.) In recent years, there
is increasing evidence that the US political system pays a price for all the time
devoted to campaigning rather than governing. When David Mayhew (1991) put
together a list of important laws enacted between 1946 and 1990, one of his more
striking findings was that a lot more gets done in the first two years of a president’s
term than in the second two years. As both parties start to turn their attention to
the impending presidential election, they get substantially less serious legislating
accomplished. Kathryn Dunn Tenpas (1997) has similarly shown how disruptive a
presidential election is for the internal workings of the White House.

10 Candidates are classified according to their most recent position held prior to nomination.
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HisTory seems to be unfolding all around us. Beyond the historic candidacies of
Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Sarah Palin, the 2008 election set records for
candidate spending, the length and intensity of the modern nomination process,
and, perhaps most significantly, the use of “new media” in the delivery of campaign
news (YouTube, for example) and the mobilization of activists (the so-called “net-
roots”). There have been dramatically transformative elections in the past, such as
in 1828, 1896, and 1960, but when combining how the 2008 election was conducted
with who participated as viable players, there is no question that our recent
democratic feast will be studied by many future generations.

Adjustments in party politics also seem to be moving at light speed. There are
three significant developments. First, the movement away from party identifica-
tion—which began in earnest in the 1970s—has turned rather dramatically in
another direction. Much to the surprise of scholars, voters seem quite willing to
attach themselves to a partisan badge and to vote accordingly. Several indicators
suggest both 2004 and 2008 were two of the most partisan elections on record.
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In 2004, for instance, some 93 percent of Republicans and 89 percent of Democrats
voted for candidates of their respective parties—unprecedented figures since the
use of polling (Reichley 2007, 16).

Second, measures of party unity in Congress and in state legislatures have also
increased in recent years. Since the 1990s, party unity scores have generally been
higher in both the House and Senate than during any other period since the Second
World War. While it is not clear that increased partisanship in the electorate
triggered higher levels of party unity, especially given that intense in-government
levels predate the resurgence in the electorate, these two indicators underscore the
weight of contemporary party dynamics.

Third, party organizations have reemerged from the depths of candidate-centered—
interest group politics of the 1970s. Most had assumed that party committees were
fading and that we were entering a “partyless age.” The resurgence of party organiza-
tions speaks volumes about their capacity to adjust and remain key players in American
electoral politics. The national party organizations, in particular, have more resources
and a higher level of technological prowess, and are able to give candidates more help
than at any point in history. Even recent campaign finance changes, designed to curtail
party-based soft money, do not seem to have drastically altered the mounting influence
of the national committees. As noted by a team of scholars some time ago, “the phoenix
has risen from the ashes” (Kayden and Mahe 1985, 3).

Combined, it seems that party politics has recaptured its prominent place in
American politics, particularly at the national level. Herrnson notes, “Once char-
acterized as poor, unstable, and powerless, national party organizations . . . entered
the twenty-first century as financially secure, institutionally stable, and highly
influential in election campaigns...” (2002, 47). One might even go so far as to
compare our current partisan system with other robust party periods in American
history. With some hesitation, A. James Reichley, a leading scholar of party history,
noted, “contemporary political parties appear to come close, at least structurally, to
the model proposed by the famous 1950 APSR report” (2007, 16).

But is it really the case that the contemporary party system mirrors other periods
in American history? Because parties seem increasingly active and influential, does
that also imply the strengthening of a “responsible” party system?

The aim of this chapter is not to provide additional arguments in support of the
resurgence perspective; other chapters in this volume present bushels of important
data and convincing arguments that underscore this view. Rather, it will be con-
tended that recent elections have triggered a dramatic change in the electoral system,
affording party organizations a unique opportunity to draw citizens into the party
rubric in meaningful ways for decades to come. National, state, and local party
committees have a rare opportunity to shift their approach from a more rational,
service-oriented pole to a voter-centered, responsible model. Put a bit differently, the
historic battle between the Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian approaches to party politics
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is being waged. How party leaders respond to these new conditions will define the
nature of the American party system for decades to come.

ORGANIZATIONAL RESURGENCE

Party organizational resurgence can be aptly dubbed one of the great comeback
stories of American politics. Most had assumed that America was headed into a
partyless age; interest groups were poised to dominate the policy process, and
political action committees (PACs) and campaign consultants ruled the roost
during elections. David Broder’s (1972) claim that “the party’s over” was widely
accepted. But the parties, struggling to remain players, took a dramatic turn to
what has been dubbed a service-oriented position.

The roots of this shift can be traced to the Republican National Committee
(RNC) during the 1960s.! Headed by Ray C. Bliss and his “nuts and bolts”
approach to party politics, the RNC began a concerted effort to raise money and
to develop greater campaign prowess. During the 1970s, Bill Brock took GOP
fundraising a step further with the refinement of direct mail, and on the Demo-
cratic side Charles Manatt turned his organization to a similar path. The parties
could once again be real players, they believed, by raising truckloads of money and
by helping candidates. Ironically, this revitalization was occurring at the same time
many journalists and scholars bemoaned the passing of party politics in America.

By the early 1980s, a growing chorus of scholars challenged the voter-centered
notion of party decay. The adjustments of Bliss, Brock, and Manatt had taken hold
and the parties were “responding.” It was becoming clear that American parties
were “resilient creatures” (Bibby 1990, 27). Both parties were developing campaign-
centered branch organizations, revamping their internal operations, and devising
innovative ways to raise huge sums of cash. Additionally, the number of full-time
party employees, the size of their operating budgets, their average financial contri-
bution to individual candidates, and the range of services provided had vastly
increased (Cotter et al. 1984; Frendreis et al. 1994; Aldrich 1999; to note just a few).

At the national level, the data could not have been clearer. There were numerous
indicators, including the growing list of services parties were providing candidates
(see, for example, Herrnson 1988, 1994). Perhaps the best indicator of party vitality
was party finance. Resurgent parties should have more money and by the late 1980s

1 Others might stretch things back a bit further, perhaps to the election of 1916. Jensen (1969)
suggests this election marked a shift from “militarists’” party activities, focused on grassroots
organizations, to “mercantilists’” campaigning, where a premium is placed on the manipulation of
symbols and the strategies of advertising.



THE ROAD LESS TAKEN 207

400

- A
JAV,
200 / "\/\J «/

150 7 7
/ // \‘
>
100 // » 7/ 4
N
50- e NEPASEN

|z o
¢ »

($ million)

—— -

0

T T T T T T T
© > O X o O N v X o0 HH O
N\ D D P P P D DD D DS
NG NN ANC O INC SN MG MINC SR MR RS SIS '19

Year

—eo— Democrats —=— Republicans

Figure 11.1 National party hard money receipts, 1976-2000
Note: Figures include National Party Committees and both the House and Senate Campaign Committees.
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they surely did. The pace of growth was staggering, even when inflation is consid-
ered, as noted in Figure 11.1. Others pointed to the number of paid staff positions,
voter contact activities, polling services, candidate recruitment, and nearly every
other measure of organizational vitality. The picture is clear. As noted by one
observer a few years ago, “the growth chart for this political ‘industry’ exhibits an
ebullience more familiar in Silicon Valley” (Putnam 2000, 37).

At the state level, Aldrich’s recent study (2000) was revealing. While focusing
most of his analysis on the emergence of state party organizations in the South, he
did have the opportunity to survey state party leaders across the nation.
He compared his new data with survey material compiled by Gibson and his
colleagues in 1983. Table 11.1 provides the results of this analysis. One should bear
in mind, also, that the study by Gibson and his colleagues shocked observers by
indicating how truly active state parties were. Thus, Aldrich’s findings give further
weight to the organizational resurgence supposition.

Even though the revivalist perspective challenged traditional wisdom, it was
also clear that service-oriented party organizations were different. A flurry of
works set their sights on redefining what parties were up to and how they
might best be conceptualized. Leading the way was Arterton (1982) and his
“Party as PACs” model, Frantzich’s (1989) “service-vendor party,” and perhaps
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Table 11.1 Financial and campaign activities of state party organizations, Aldrich
(1999), with comparisons to Gibson et al. (1983)

Variable Gibson et al. Aldrich survey Difference
(1983) (1999)
Contributed to governor (%) 47 89 +42
Contributed to other constitutional 44 81 +37
offices (%)
Contributed to congressional (%) 48 85 +37
Contributed to state senator (%) 25 85 +60
Contributed to state legislator (%) 47 92 +45
Held fundraising event (%) 19 98 +77
Conducted campaign seminars (%) 89 95 +6
Operated voter ID programs (%) 70 94 +24
Conducted public opinion surveys (%) 32 78 +46
Typical election year budget ($000) 340 2,800 +2,460
Typical election year full-time staff (no.) 7.7 9.2 +1.5

Source; Aldrich (2000, 659).

most notably Herrnson’s systematic reviews of the institutionalization of the
parties’ congressional committees during the 1980s (1988, 1990, 1994). Parallel-
ing each other in many key aspects, these perspectives suggested that parties
comprise a small group of elite campaign professionals that hold as their
foremost goal raising ever larger sums and becoming more technically ad-
vanced at campaigning. They have adapted to “PAC politics” by serving as
intermediaries between special-interest groups and candidates. Although win-
ning elections remained the most important outcome of party activity; “suc-
cessful” parties are also those capable at aiding candidates with new-style
elections.2 After a period of decline, the parties had “attained a degree of
institutional preeminence that they have never known before and have carved
out a secure niche for themselves by virtue of their fund-raising and campaign
capabilities” (D. Price 1984, 297).

This transformation brought with it a collective sigh of relief because it was
assumed the new focus would resonate throughout the political system. Herrnson’s
book Party Campaigning in the 1980s (1988) did much to shift scholarly focus from
individual behavior (the voter and the candidate) to the organization. He was also
quite optimistic about the new party model. Among other things, Herrnson
speculated that the institutionalized party system would:

2 Scores of scholars and journalists commented on the power and sophistication of the RNC
during the 1980s, even though their electoral success was limited.
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* foster the development of a stronger, more nationally oriented sense of party
identification among voters;

* lead to party-centered television commercials, radio advertisements, and press
releases;

* strengthen the party’s policy-based image;
* create a large group of new-style partisans—ones who were more committed to
support a party than are traditional party identifiers;

 and make elections more competitive (Herrnson 1988, 126—7).

Other scholars suggested much the same. Kayden and Mahe (1985) were sanguine
in their take of the new party system: “More people will have access to more
information than ever before and that, we believe, will lead to an increase in partisan
intensity” (199). L. Sandy Maisel, in the parting paragraph of his first collection of
essays, The Parties Respond, notes that the new parties “stand ready to play a key role
in a new electoral alignment; indeed, that part of the renewal is well underway”
(1990, 322-3). Anthony Gierzynski, in his path-breaking look at the emergence of
state-level legislative campaign committees—a key piece of the resurgence puzzle—
is optimistic as well, but also a bit more cautious: “The parties may be moving,
however slightly, toward the model of responsible parties. . .allowing voters to
more directly select policy alternatives through the selection of party candidates”
(1992, 122). It simply made good sense to speculate that as organizations bounced
back, so too would voter partisanship. The link between party spheres seemed tight
throughout history so why should this new phase be any different?

ENTER THE PARTY SPOILERS

One of the first scholars to call attention to the limits of what he dubbed the “new
orthodoxy of party resurgence” was John Coleman (1994). In a piece entitled “The
Resurgence of Party Organizations? A Dissent for the New Orthodoxy,” Coleman
challenged the revivalists’ logic. He argued that recent party research had been
shortsighted and misdirected. One striking anomaly in the contemporary party
system is that scholars view party organizations as vibrant while the public has
become increasingly skeptical about the relevance of political parties to governing.
More citizens say that interest groups better represent them than do parties,
particularly the young. Another nagging issue concerned voter turnout. A party
system dubbed resurgent or revitalized would not witness sustained declining
participation, which has been the case throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Coleman
compared parties to a failing business. After all, if things are going so well, why so
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few customers? Although parties have new marketing schemes, these hardly matter
if there are no new customers.

A good deal of my research has centered on a similar theme. In Transforming
Democracy (1995) I argued the proliferation of state-level legislative campaigns will
displace local party organizations. These organizations are well suited for helping
candidates, but inept at forging links with voters. They are yet another example of
the centralization and professionalization of party politics. In 1999, I published an
article suggesting that the traditional realignment process was likely gone; we had
entered a “baseless” party system. Here party organizations would remain viable,
but rather than attract new voters into the system—thereby expanding the base of
the party—national, state, and local organizations would focus their energies on
candidate services. In this system, winning the next election is more important
than cultivating long-term voter loyalties.

A few years later, in a piece dubbed “Schattschneider’s Dismay; Strong Parties
and Alienated Voters” (2003), I explored individual-level data that seemed to
buttress the claim that average citizens have been left out of the organizational
revival process. If party organizations are more active than in the past, we might
speculate that citizens would also be more involved. Yet measures of split-ticket
voting, electoral participation, trust, and efficacy all seemed to underscore the limit
to the resurgence perspective. Many forces had pushed citizens away from the
process, but the “reinvigorated” parties had seemed to do little to reverse this trend.
“Party scorecards tally only wins and losses after election day,” I argued, “rather
than any long-term cultivation of voters” (229).

EXPLAINING THE PARADOX

Party scholars were confronted with what seemed to be a paradox: party organiza-
tions were experiencing a period of dramatic resurgence, while citizens seemed to
shun party and electoral politics. To be fair, most party organization scholars said
their claims of a revitalized party system were not intended to challenge the entire
decline perspective, but rather to present information to suggest the behavioral-
centered approach was myopic. Some argued it was time to reconceptualize what
was meant by “party,” which implied a movement toward a more organizational
model. In other words, if voters were dropped from the party rubric the picture
became less vexing. Parties are akin to firms and the voters are the consumers,
suggested John Frendreis (1996).

Many sought to integrate the divergent trends. Schlesinger (1985, 1991) argued
that changes in party in the electorate over the last several decades help explain the
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growth of party organizations. “It is the very weakness of partisan identification
among the voters which is a stimulus for the growth of partisan organizations”
(J. Schlesinger 1985, 1167). Given that split-ticket voting, a good measure of
electoral volatility, hit its peak immediately prior to the organizational buildup
of the 1980s, this argument seemed logical. Putnam, in Bowling Alone, made a
similar argument: “Since their ‘consumers’ are tuning out from politics, parties
have to work harder and spend much more, competing furiously to woo voters,
workers, and donations, and to do that they need a (paid) organizational infra-
structure” (2000, 40). Aldrich (2000) argued that the growth of electoral competi-
tion in the South (declining Democratic loyalties) during the last two decades has
led to the creation of aggressive, vibrant party structures.

Another closely related supposition was dubbed the “counteracting model”
(Cotter and Bibby 1980; Frendreis, Gibson, and Vertz 1990). Here it was conjectured
that organizational resurgence has been so successful that the parties have pulled
voters away from their partisan predisposition (Cotter et al. 1984, 103). The causality
was inverted from the Schlesinger model. Not to despair, the model suggested that
while declining party loyalties were not a positive sign, it was more than counteracted
by renewed party organizations. As noted by Frendreis, Gibson and Vertz, “Further
analysis should be mindful of the role that party organizations can play in counter-
acting declines in areas like mass attitudinal attachments” (1990, 233).

A final perspective was a bit more contentious. Perhaps “revitalized” party
organizations turned voters away from party politics. That is, the new parties
were simply pushing voters away. As one might imagine, drawing an empirical
connection between party activities and voter withdrawal was difficult, but there
were a number of interesting bits of evidence, including:

Campaign finance shenanigans. Given the public’s uneasiness about excessive
money in the political process, and also given that money was jet fuel for revitalized
party organizations, perhaps many equated “party politics” with corrupt politics.
Parties in the 1980s and 1990s bent the limits of finance regulations, to be sure, and
trunkloads of survey evidence suggested the public’s cynicism (Lehmann 1997).

Going negative, often. While we know that negative campaigning does not
demobilize the electorate, it might have a lasting negative impact on less partisan
voters (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995). Party organizations have shown an
increased receptiveness to negative, attack-style electioneering in the 1980s and
1990s (Ginsberg and Shefter 1990; Shea 1999). During the waning days of the 1998
election, for example, both parties spent record-breaking amounts on “issue
advocacy” advertisements, nearly all of which were negative. This led one observer
to call them “issue attacks” (Abramson 1998).

Scandal politics. Theodore Lowi has argued that “party leaders have responded to

gridlock not with renewed efforts to mobilize the electorate but with a strategy of
scandal” (1996, 176). Indeed, the list of examples in the 1990s of where parties responded
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to opposition with personal attacks, rather than policy alternatives, is hefty (see also
Ginsberg and Shefter 1990). Might “politics by other means” turn voters off?

Electoral demobilization. Given that party operatives in the 1990s were some of
the best-trained new-style campaign consultants, we can imagine that they would
pursue new-style tactics and strategies. One such approach is to reduce the size of
the electorate to highlight the import of targeting schemes. A smaller electorate is
more manageable, and this would not be the first time in American history that
party leaders sanctioned, if not endorsed, strategies to shrink the size of the
electorate (Piven and Cloward 2000).

Discounting young citizens. In the fall of 2003, John Green and I conducted a
telephone survey of 805 local party officials (mostly county chairs) from commu-
nities of all sizes and types from across the nation (Shea and Green 2007). One of
the most significant findings of the study dealt with young citizens. We asked an
open-ended question: “What demographic group of voters is particularly impor-
tant to the long-term success of your local party?” “Young voters” were mentioned
by just 8 percent of party leaders. Senior citizens were mentioned nearly three times
as often, even though the question addresses the long-term success of the party.
Next, respondents were asked to think of another group. Here young voters were
mentioned by only 12 percent. Finally, respondents were asked a third time to
mention an important demographic group, at which time 18 percent pointed to
younger voters. In all, local party leaders were given three opportunities to suggest
younger voters are important to the long-term success of their party, but just a tad
over one-third did so. This suggested, we argued, a much sharper focus on electoral
success than on long-term party building.

P «

Promotion of “non-partisan” candidates. One of the best ways to win a race with a
dealigned electorate is to pitch the candidate as “independent.” I can understand
that consultants would be anxious to move in this direction, but would service-
oriented party operatives reject it?

The breakdown of party tickets. In the waning weeks of the 1996 presidential race,
for instance, the National Republican Campaign Committee ran a series of televi-
sion advertisements that suggested to voters they might feel better about support-
ing Bill Clinton if they also voted for a Republican for the House. Bob Dole was
furious about the commercials, but notions of tickets seemed out of fashion—even
for party operatives. Two years later, Charles Rangel, chairman of the board of the
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, berated Roy Romer, then the
general chair of the Democratic National Committee (DNC), for hoarding money
for Al Gore’s 2000 race. George W. Bush, the GOP establishment candidate from
the beginning, refused to campaign with other members of his ticket in 2000.
In 2008, we also saw a number of Republican operatives push their candidates to
draw some distance from John McCain.
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Sacrificing local party structures. Finally, the locus of party rejuvenation has
primarily been at the national and state levels (J. White and Shea 2000). As the
party system moved from the local structures (the mom and pop shops of politics,
so to speak) voters found less of a connection to the entire electoral system. Putnam
suggests this shift may have wide repercussions. “There may be nearly as many fans
in the political stadium nowadays, but they are not watching an amateur or even a
semipro match. Whether the slick professional game they have become accustomed
to watching is worth the increasingly high admission is another matter” (2000, 40).

A conservative estimate is that during the 1980s and 1990s the national party
committees spent well over $3 billion. What a dramatic turn since the “partyless”
age of the 1970s. From the perspective of candidates, the payoff was immense.
National party organizations and state-level units had become the largest single
contributor to candidate coffers, and their services extend far beyond financing.
They had become the repositories of squadrons of new-style consultants and an
array of high-technology tools of the trade. The parties had, indeed, responded.

But once again, are candidates the only consumers in the party system? Histori-
cally, party organizations cultivated voter loyalty and used this base as a resource
on election day. Likely this was the logic that compelled some revivalist scholars to
make optimistic predictions. Surely voters will be part of any organizational
growth. Nonetheless, at precisely the same time that organizations “rose from the
ashes,” voters moved away from the party system.

Optimistically, we might conclude that service-oriented organizations grew
precisely because voters abandoned partisanship. It was a way to counteract the
growing uncertainty of elections. But that was in the beginning. One would have
expected that by the end of the century, after some thirty years of “nucleus
building” (J. Schlesinger 1985), party organizational activity would have spread
into greater party loyalty and the electorate would have been drawn into the
system. Other than strengthen GOP loyalties in the South, as the 1990s drew to a
close, scholars seemed hard-pressed to see any significant improvement in attitudes
toward either party, the two-party system, or electoral politics in general.

RECENT ELECTIONS

And then things changed. The decline in partisanship and overall interest and faith
in the electoral process took a dramatic turn in the 2000 election, and it continued
in subsequent elections. Our reservoir of voter survey data only extends back to the
1950s, so it is risky making sweeping historical generalizations, but it is probably
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safe to say that the 2000 election triggered one of the most significant transforma-
tions in American electoral history.

Let us start with turnout. As Figure 11.2 notes, turnout for all Americans
continued to sag throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s (with the modest
exception of 1992), but after the 2000 election there was a dramatic rebound.
This was especially true for young Americans, as their turnout jumped 11 percent
between 2000 and 2004.

Now let us consider a sampling of data from the American National Election
Study, as noted in Figure 11.3. As to why there has been such a dramatic turn-
around, theories abound. Thomas Patterson, who heads the Vanishing Voter
Project at Harvard University, has underscored the importance of issues and
voter concerns. “Americans historically have voted in higher numbers when the
nation confronts big issues. That was as true in the late 1800s and 1930s as it has
been more recently. The meltdown in the financial markets [in the fall of 2008]
likely confirmed Americans’ belief that 2008 was a watershed election” (Patterson
2008). Another perspective holds that the competitiveness and subsequent impor-
tance of the 2000 election drew new participants into the process. David Hill
writes, “National elections in the United States since 2000 have been very competi-
tive and thus it is possible that the cohorts entering the electorate during this
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period will create a footprint...and turnout will increase in future elections”
(2006, 5).

One possibility may be changing attitudes toward government and the electoral
process. According to ANES data, the percentage of Americans suggesting that the
outcome of elections do not make public officials listen to the voters shrank from a
high of 20 percent in 1984 to 7 percent in 2004. In fact, the 2004 figure matches the
lowest level in the survey’s history.
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Figure 11.3 Percentage of Americans who split their vote choice, 1952-2004
Source: ANES (2005).

Still another possibility relates to the number of persuadable voters. Throughout
much of the last three decades about one-fifth of the electorate “knew all along” who
they would vote for. That figure jumped to 33 percent in 2004 (again, using ANES
data). Similarly, about 7 percent of voters made up their minds on election day during
the revival period. In 2004, this figure had shrunk to just 2 percent. This affects voter
mobilization in two ways. First, as more and more voters establish voting preference
early in the process, the number of voters who struggle with the “costs” of casting an
informed vote declines. Second, and more importantly, as election activists confront
a predisposed electorate, resources are shifted from persuasion to mobilization. Put a
bit differently, if most voters make up their minds well before the election, then it
makes sense to focus on getting the faithful to turn out.

Which brings us to another explanation of increased voter interest in recent elections:
perhaps the activities of the revitalized party organizations have finally yielded divi-
dends. Conceivably, the counteracting model, where organizational renewal is spurred
by declines in partisanship and voter interest, has swung in the other direction.
Aggressive party organizations have done what Schattschneider had hoped: connected
in meaningful ways with the electorate. Maybe Herrnson’s supposition, detailed above,
that revitalized parties would create a large group of new-style partisans, voters even
more committed to support a party than traditional party identifiers, has been realized.

There is evidence to suggest this might be the case. One of the figures above
suggests nearly twice as many voters contacted by either of the major parties in the
2004 election than were contacted at any point since the ANES began measuring
this issue (since 1956). Roughly the same finding emerges when respondents are
asked about whether anyone contacted them to register to vote. And while empiri-
cal data have not yet been made available for the 2008 election, anecdotal evidence
suggests that Barack Obama’s historic “ground game” entailed many local party
operatives and some local party committees. A reasonable guess is that Obama had
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four times as many “ground troops” as did John Kerry or Al Gore. This was
especially true in swing states. For example, John Kerry had ten field offices in
New Mexico, while Obama had thirty-nine.

Indeed, there is little doubt that Obama’s neighborhood team and “net-roots”
approach has revolutionized electoral politics. As noted by one observer, “The
architects and builders of the Obama field campaign have undogmatically mixed
timeless traditions and discipline of good organizing with new technologies of
decentralization and self-organization” (Exley 2008). Marshall Ganz, a labor orga-
nizer who has led training sessions for Obama staff members and volunteers, noted
much the same: “They’ve invested in a civic infrastructure on a scale that has never
happened before. It’s been an investment in the development of thousands of young
people equipped with the skills and leadership ability to mobilize people and in the
development of leadership at the local level. It’s profound” (UPI.com 2008).

A few months after John Kerry lost the presidential race, fellow Democrat Bill
Bradley wrote an insightful op ed in the New York Times (March 30, 2005).
He argued that while the Republican Party had focused efforts on structural
enhancements, the Democrats had neglected organization with the hopes that a
strong leader would resurrect the party. The Democrats have been, he argued,
“hypnotized by Jack Kennedy, and the promise of a charismatic leader” The
Republicans, on the other hand, “consciously, carefully and single mindedly built
an organization based on money, ideas, and action.” Did the Obama campaign
change this dynamic? Galvin (2008) has recently argued that while Obama repre-
sents that sort of charismatic leader, his team also focused extensively on building
grassroots organizations in every state. “Indeed, his commitment to rebuilding the
Democratic Party [was] not incidental to his candidacy. It [was] seen as a major
selling point, something that attract[ed] Democrats to his campaign.”

It is a bit early to say with certainty, but most observers suggest the top-down,
microtargeted, television-based model that has dominated American politics since
the early 1960s has been transformed—and perhaps even displaced. “They have
taken the bottom-up campaign and absolutely perfected it,” noted Joe Trippi, a key
player in Howard Dean’s Internet-based campaign for the presidency in 2004. “It’s
light-years ahead of where we were four years ago.” Trippi further noted, “They’ll
have 100,000 people in a state who have signed up on their Web site and put in their
zip code. Now, paid organizers can get in touch with people at the precinct level
and help them build the organization bottom up. That’s never happened before.
It never was possible before” (Dickinson, March 20, 2008).

While this may all be true, the extent to which these new organizations
connected with existing party committees is unclear. Obama’s ground troops
were, for the most part, new activists, likely less inclined to merge their efforts
with the “establishment.” Second, many (perhaps most) local party leaders en-
dorsed Hillary Clinton during the nomination contest, and there was lingering
animosity between the two camps.
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To further assess the status of local party structures we might touch upon campaign
finance issues. Many expected the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 to greatly
diminish the role of party committees in federal elections. The principal goal of the
legislation was to end unlimited soft money contributions to the national party
committees. How would parties survive without this massive reservoir of funds? In
reality, the parties have done just fine, raising enough hard money to compensate for
the loss of soft money resources (La Raja 2006; Farrar-Myers and Dwyre 2008). Once
again, it seems that the national parties have demonstrated their ability to adapt.

Yet, two issues are worth mention. First, one of mutations of the law has been the
mushrooming weight of independent 527 organizations. How these new players
will shape the electoral process in the years ahead is anyone’s guess. Thus far, they
have demonstrated an ability to raise a great deal of money and sophistication on
how to spend those resources, and a propensity to engage voters at the grassroots.
Might these units usurp local parties in the years ahead?

Second, and of greater importance, BCRA has had a significant impact on state and
local parties. Backers of the reform seemed to appreciate the importance of local
structures in a viable democracy. Prior to 2002, the national parties channeled much of
their soft money down the organizational pyramid, particularly to state and local
parties in swing states and in those with competitive congressional and Senate races. To
help deflect the impact of declining soft money, the law created higher hard money
contribution limits to parties: from $5,000 to $10,000. It also allows state and local
parties to raise up to $10,000 from corporations and unions for grassroots activities
under what was called the Levin Amendment. But there is little evidence that state and
local parties have taken advantage of these provisions. As reported by Farrar-Myers
and Dwyre, “Only 17 percent of the state party receipts reported to the Federal Election
Commission qualified as soft money in 2004, down from 62 percent in 2000” (2008,
149). It seems that big donors have been reluctant to give to state and local parties,
which may explain the dramatic rise of 527 organizations. Some have speculated that
local parties would likely link their efforts to like-minded 527 groups, such as some
local Democratic organizations did with Americans Coming Together in 2004, but that
would seem a tenuous scheme for long-term viability. “State and local parties will likely
rely more heavily than in the past on partisan entrepreneurs and interest groups
outside the formal party structure,” notes Raymond La Raja (2006, 115).

One of the key indicators of how the efforts of the Obama campaign might spill
over into party dynamics has centered on the lists garnered by the Obama team in
2007 and 2008. The fact that the Obama campaign compiled an email inventory of
over 13 million aggressive, active supporters was not lost on the DNC. Would they
hold these contacts close to their vest, drawing them out when they believed
important, or would they turn them over to the DNC, and to state and local
party committees? Put a bit differently, would the Obama net-root campaign be
coupled with party-building efforts—or would it remain a separate entity, to be
used by the president when needed?
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We know that shortly after the election Obama lead strategist David Plouffe sent
an email to 10 million activists soliciting funds to help the DNC retire its 2008 debt.
His note stated

The DNC went into considerable debt to secure victory for Barack and Joe. It took
unprecedented resources to staff up all 50 states, train field organizers, and build the
technology to reach as many swing voters as possible. It worked. But it also left the DNC in
debt. So before we do anything else, we need to help pay for this winning strategy.

The success of the note remains unclear.

We also know that Obama’s pick for DNC chair, Governor Tim Kaine of
Virginia, has publically stated that he expects the lists to be “rolled into the
party” for permanent use. Moreover, he intends to use the list to motivate
supporters to engage in numerous policy battles. “We’re very focused on the notion
that engagement should not just be around contributing or being part of election
cycles. It should be around governance and social change” (Lawrence 2009).
It would seem, then, that not only will Obama’s efforts aid party coffers, but they
may also bolster the party’s policy activities. The extent to which these efforts will
aid state and local party efforts remains unclear.

And what about GOP efforts? According to ANES data, in thirteen of sixteen
presidential and midterm elections between 1970 and 2004, Republican identifiers
were more likely to report being contacted by a political party than were Demo-
cratic identifiers. In every one of these elections GOP followers were contacted
more often than were independents. This would suggest that Republican outreach
efforts were quite robust. Comparable survey data from the 2008 election will not
be available for some time, but by most accounts community-based Republican
efforts were rare. Not surprisingly, turnout in heavily Republican areas was actually
down in 2008. As they regroup to win back some of the local, state, and federal
office seats they have lost in recent elections, will Republican organizations shift
resources from grassroots mobilization to direct candidate services?

In sum, the precise weight of party mobilization efforts—juxtaposed dynamic
candidates, crosscutting issues, a lengthy campaign, massive media buys, and
projected close elections—in recent elections is unclear. Did intensifying party
identification, due to crosscutting issues, as Patterson suggests, do more to mobi-
lize voters than did party operatives? Did local party organizations have lead roles
in recent elections or were they simply members of the Obama chorus?

CONCLUSION

But what does this all mean? Scholars have, for some time, noted a conflict between
elite and popular democracy (see Walker 1966; Bachrach 1967; Dahl 1989; Lappé
1989). Elite democracy, or what John White and I dub Hamiltonian nationalism
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(2004), holds that so long as there are guarantees of fairness and political opportu-
nity, the system is healthy. After elections, public officials should be left to conduct
the business of government. It is best for average citizens to stay out of the way
because governance is complex business. As for party politics, this model under-
scores the role of professional, centralized, national organizations. Ideological and
policy purity is sacrificed for the sake of electoral efficiency. In this sense, the best
parties are rational-efficient.

Popular democracy, or what we dub Jeffersonian localism, is based on the
Rousseauian ideal where a premium is put on civic involvement in the conduct
of government. This approach implies an ongoing, meaningful involvement in the
political process. When this occurs, citizens develop an affinity for the system
because they feel as though they have a stake in the outcome. “[Clitizenship, after
all, is an acquired taste or discipline. For the most part, people are drawn to politics
by private motives, and only later develop public ones” (McWilliams 2000, 3).
Jeffersonian localism, then, is a model where citizens connect with party organiza-
tions in their community. These units are amateur-based, localized, and to a good
extent, ideologically driven. Clearly, much of what we witnessed among the Obama
campaign in 2008 reflected this approach.

Jeffersonian party politics affords citizens numerous meaningful ways to become
involved in the political process. Average citizens can work on behalf of their
favorite candidate in a Hamiltonian system, but professional operatives are pre-
ferred; there is enhanced efficiency and accountability. Candidates need services,
and professionals, hired by the national party organizations, will simply do a better
job. When political action is amateur-based and localized, the connection between
the participant’s efforts and “the system” are less abstract, also. Maybe, as suggested
by Aristotle, the experience of politics must offer something beyond one’s imme-
diate interest: the dignity of being recognized and being heard, the warmth of
political friendship, and ultimately, the possibility of noble deeds and the good life
(as cited in McWilliams 2000, 3).

While the “revived” parties of the last few decades before the 2008 election
afforded candidates cutting-edge services, little of what they did fostered a sense of
citizenship. Can anyone really say, with a straight face that is, that a party message
via email or television commercial is little different than a local activist knocking
on a neighbor’s door?

So the parties at the dawn of the twenty-first century are confronted with an
opportunity. Recent elections have created a meaningful commitment to party
labels, and the renewed interest in grassroots activism has been astonishing. Young
citizens, in particular, stand ready to join the political fray, to come off the sidelines
onto the political field. Further embracing the Hamiltonian model would likely
help the organizations continue to provide candidates services, but a shift to a
Jeffersonian model would foster long-term party sympathies and a willingness to
remain engaged in the political process.
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That is to say, the pathway that parties chart in the years ahead may affect their
role in the system—as well as the democratic character of that system. The most
consequential outcome of contemporary activities will likely be what it does to the
spirit of the electorate. While party organizations will surely continue to provide
candidates with new-style services, will their activities foster an affinity for politics
among Americans? Several years ago scholar and pundit E. J. Dionne noted in Why
Americans Hate Politics (1991) that a nation that hates the process of politics will
not long thrive as a democracy. Far too many Americans have rejected politics in
recent decades.

The revival of party organizations over the past few decades has been impressive.
The electorate stands ready to embrace a more participatory, more ideological role.
But will the service-oriented parties seize the opportunity? One cannot help but be
reminded of the biblical admonition “To whom much is given, much is expected.”



CHAPTER 12

WINNING ISN’T
EVERYTHING

THIRD PARTIES AND THE
AMERICAN TWO-PARTY
SYSTEM*

RONALD B. RAPOPORT

THIRD parties in the United States are confusing phenomena. They range from the
Republicans who supplanted the Whigs to Kinky Friedman’s campaign for gover-
nor of Texas. Even the name “third party” is deceptive. They range from parties
with clearly defined party organs and structures to ad hoc independent campaigns
unaffiliated with other candidates on the ballot. And there are never just third
parties in an election, but usually fourth, fifth, and sixth parties as well. Nonethe-
less, the term has been used to refer to parties other than the two major party
organizations since at least 1852.! In this chapter I look at the factors that allow the
emergence and continuity of third parties; the factors that allow them to succeed;
and finally, at the long-term effects that third parties can have on the two-party
system.

* Twould like to extend thanks to Kira Allmann, Sandy Maisel, Chris Nemacheck, Abby Rapoport,
Walt Stone, and Simon Stow for their comments and patience on this project.

U American Whig Review, 1852, quoting from “The Pittsburg Convention,” 1852.
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Third parties are those groups in a two-party system that run candidates for
office but are themselves not one of the two major parties. Such parties have always
been present in election campaigns but are almost always irrelevant to the out-
come. There has, for example, been no presidential election in the last 130 years
without multiple third parties running; but in the last ninety-six years, only three
third parties have gained any electoral votes, and none has ever won electoral votes
in sufficient quantity to deprive one of the mainstream parties of a majority victory
in the electoral college. In this they still resemble George Ticknor Curtis’s (1884,
132) dismissive characterization: “political mushrooms springing up suddenly and
suddenly disappearing.” Their disappearance, however, does not always imply lack
of influence, nor indeed do they always disappear, and the rapidity of their
disappearance is often inversely related to their electoral success.

Some parties, like the Prohibition Party, have run presidential candidates in
every election since 1872 without ever receiving as much as 3 percent of the vote.
On the other hand, the most successful third party since the Civil War, Theodore
Roosevelt’s Bull-Moose Party, which actually gained more votes than the Repub-
licans in 1912, was barely in evidence four years after it had almost won the
presidency. Third parties have very different processes of development (although
typologies are rarely clear-cut). At one end of a spectrum, parties may emerge out
of pre-existing interest groups (as in the case of the Right to Life Party), with the
platform simply extending interest group politics into the electoral arena by high-
lighting the group’s issues. In these cases the interest group sets the agenda, which
the party and its candidates then adopt. Such parties stand in stark contrast to the
candidate-centered parties of Ross Perot, Teddy Roosevelt, John Anderson, and
George Wallace, which comprise the other end of the spectrum. In these cases the
candidate creates the party in furtherance of his own agenda—both issue-based
and personal. In such cases the party emerges out of the candidacy rather than the
reverse. In dealing with third parties, then, the questions of what counts as a third
party, and whether third parties can be dealt with as a single category, are crucial.

While recognizing differences among third parties, Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus
(1996, 11) contend that what is most important is “the commonalities the movements
share. Most prominently, they are all expressions of dissatisfaction with the major
parties.” V. O. Key (1964, 254) had suggested a narrower approach and argued,
furthermore, that a “party can best be comprehended in the light of its place in the
total political structure.” Based on the differential effect of each on the party system,
Key distinguishes between “those [third parties] formed to propagate a particular
doctrine,” most of which have attracted small votes, but many of which have stayed
around for multiple elections; and a transient third party movement marked by a
“rapid rise and [an] equally rapid decline.”2 Key argues that the first set of parties is

2 Key also divides the short-lived third parties into parties of economic protest and secessionist
parties.
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“effectively outside the [party] system,” while the second “are intimately connected
with it” (Key 1964, 255).

Harmel and Robertson (1985) draw a similar distinction in dividing parties
into “contender parties” and “promoter parties.” Contender parties are often
parties initiated by individual candidates as a vehicle for their presidential
candidacies (American Independent, Bull-Moose, Perot’s 1992 candidacy, and
Anderson’s 1980 candidacy). They are heavily focused on a positive electoral
outcome. If successful, these parties can impact the party system. Focused on
the possibility of winning and not just issue promotion, Perot demanded of those
who wanted him to run, “register me in fifty states. If it’s forty-nine, forget it.
If you want to do fifty states, you care that much, fine, then I don’t belong
to anybody but you” (Germond and Witcover 1993, 217). Similarly, Michael
Bloomberg indicated an unwillingness to run in 2008 unless he was likely
to win the election. “Promoter” parties, on the other hand, have few illusions
about winning. As Benjamin Bubar, presidential candidate of the Prohibition
Party in both 1976 and 1980, put it: “The press would ask me if I really planned to
go to the White House. I looked back at them and replied, ‘Do I look that
stupid?’ ... We have a political message that we think America needs. We’re not
going to the White House and we may not win, but we’re having an impact”
(Smallwood 1983, 43).

Contender parties differ among themselves as well. Some are formed around a
single candidate running for office (usually president or governor). In this case, we
often refer to “independent candidacies.” Others run candidates across a wide
range of offices in an attempt to control the full set of levers of government. Most
large third party efforts through the early part of the century (Whigs, Populists,
Bull-Moose) did run candidates for Congress and at the state level as well as at the
presidential level. But beginning in 1924 with the LaFollette Progressives, and
continuing through the present, those third parties attracting 5 percent of the
vote or more for president ran few if any candidates for lower office. Our
discussion will not differentiate between “independent candidacies” and party
candidacies.

CHALLENGES TO OVERCOME

Anyone who studies third parties has to confront the fact that there has not been a
fully successful third party (one which became a major party) in more than
150 years. This failure means that the barriers to third party success must be strong
indeed, and identifying those barriers and their impacts is important to
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understanding the life cycle of particular third parties and the conditions under
which new third parties emerge, as well as to understanding the levels of success
that different third parties have achieved. Explaining the number of third parties
able to compete in elections and explaining their electoral success are the two foci
of most of the third party literature.

Although one might think that the two are very strongly related, such is not the
case. An increase in the number of third parties does not guarantee a strong third
party aggregate vote, and neither does a small number of third parties in a given
election produce a weak third party vote. In 2008 twenty-one parties received a
total of 1.6 percent of the total vote. By comparison, in 1912 with only four third
parties qualified in two or more states, two of these got over 5 percent of the vote
and the four together totaled 35 percent of the vote. Clearly it is important to view
new party emergence and persistence (i.e., the number of third parties in an
election) separately from issues of third party vote (Hug 2000).

As Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus (1996), Mazmanian (1974), Bibby and Maisel
(2003), and others make clear, third parties always face a formidable set of challenges
for both party creation and electoral success. Getting on the ballot and attracting a
large vote require overcoming significant impediments. Some impediments are chal-
lenges to party formation and continuity (e.g., ballot access); others are challenges to
party electoral support (e.g., level of partisanship, party organization, ability of major
parties to co-opt, campaign finance laws, media exposure); and some are challenges for
both (e.g., electoral system). I will examine, first, issues of party formation and then
move on to consider bases of and barriers to third party electoral success.

THIRD PARTY FORMATION

In defining parties as organizations that run candidates for office, the distinction
between an advocacy or interest group and a party is ballot access. But even when a
group has the potential to get on ballots in every state and has a strong candidate,
there is still no guarantee that the candidate will be willing to run. In many cases,
the prospect that even with an unusually strong third party run there is little chance
that he or she will be able to exert influence on government or policy is enough to
blunt the candidate’s desire. And the winner-take-all system of US presidential
elections virtually guarantees that influence goes entirely to the winner.

As a result, the electoral system is a major barrier to third parties, particularly for
“contender” parties. We will deal with the electoral system below as a brake on
third party electoral success, but, at an even earlier stage, it is a real restraint on
third party formation. Because no successful third party in history (with the
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exception of the Republicans, who did become one of the two major parties in their
first presidential election in 1856) has seen its percentage of the vote increase in a
subsequent election, the first election may be the best opportunity for success.?
Supporters of a potential “contender” third party or candidate thus face the almost
impossible task of trying to win in their first election. The task of putting together
an organization and a campaign that can be successful its first time out, and that
can convince voters that the third party’s chance merits voter support and is not
just a “wasted vote,” is, however, enormous. Many who have considered running as
third party candidates (e.g., Michael Bloomberg) have balked at the challenge, even
when there was a serious constituency for their candidacy.

The challenges posed to third parties by the electoral system are evident in the
experience of Ross Perot, who, despite garnering almost 20 percent of the vote,
failed to win a single state or vote in the electoral college. One of the few proposi-
tions in political science that has even been referred to as a law—although not by its
author—states, “The simple-majority single-ballot system encourages a two-party
system” (Duverger 1963, 205). Had Perot’s party run a slate of candidates for a
national legislature under a system of proportional representation, however, it
would have received 20 percent of the seats, provided a base on which to build in
subsequent elections, and possibly emerged as the party able to determine the
composition of government. Similarly, a 2008 Bloomberg party would not have
had to win a plurality to emerge as a party with enormous influence on policy,
giving Bloomberg an incentive to run. In fact under PR, smaller parties often
exercise influence disproportionate to their size (the Free Democratic Party in
Germany has frequently been in government even though it has never attracted
even 15 percent of the national vote). With the first-past-the-post system advanta-
ging major parties, any change to enhance the possibility of third party success is
extremely unlikely.

As important as the electoral system is in party formation, the factor that has
received the most attention regarding the ability of parties to develop and compete
are ballot access requirements (Winger 1994). Ballot access became a significant
formal hurdle after the introduction of the Australian ballot, which was in place in
almost every state by 1892. Prior to the Australian ballot, parties printed their
own ballots, usually on distinctively colored paper so that anyone who cared to
observe was aware of the party being supported. Any party could print a ballot if
they wished, or voters could simply write in whomsoever they wished. However,
with states printing ballots under the Australian ballot reform, they had to deter-
mine rules of access to the ballot so that the ballot could be printed in time for
the election.

3 T am defining a successful third party as one gaining 5 percent of the vote or more in line with
Burnham’s (1970, 28) definition.
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But the “golden age” of ballot access prior to the Australian ballot was not
necessarily so golden for third parties, as Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus (1996, 25)
show. Most significantly, prior to the Australian ballot printed and distributed by
the state, third parties had to have the resources to print their own ballots and to
distribute them across the state. The organizational and financial resources re-
quired for such an effort have always been difficult to come by for third parties. In
addition, because parties printed their own ballots, it was relatively difficult to split
tickets (which further disadvantaged third parties). And since votes were public,
support for “non-traditional” parties was limited to the degree that voters might be
reticent about admitting to their vote. In fact, after the Civil War until 1912, no
third party made it on the ballot in every state.

Even though there were requirements to get on the ballot with the end of party
ballots, “Under the early forms of the Australian ballot, third parties and indepen-
dent candidates could, with relative ease, qualify for a position” (Mazmanian 1974:
90). The immediate effect, at least at the presidential level, was not evident as the
Populist Party (with 8.5 percent of the vote) was on the ballot in all but two states in
1892 and the Prohibition Party (with only 2.2 percent of the vote) in all but three.
As late as 1916, the Socialists were on the ballot in all states.

By 1924, however, rules had changed. Ten states increased their signature re-
quirements for ballot access, making it more difficult to get on the ballot (Rosen-
stone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996, 22). California provided no way for a new party to
get on the ballot via petition (a position upheld by the California Supreme Court).
Other changes were not in number of names needed, but rather in their format. In
Florida, Robert LaFollette had to submit petitions from at least twenty-five voters
in each of fifty-four Florida counties, and in Louisiana, the petitions could not
contain the names of Democratic registrants (which encompassed the vast majority
of the electorate), which made ballot access all but impossible. Although, in 1924,
LaFollette needed to collect only 75,500 petitions to get on the ballot in forty-seven
states (Winger 1988), the difficulties of doing so were such that the New York Post
commented that “Senator LaFollette will have more difficulty getting his name on
the ballots in the various states than he will in getting votes” (New York Post, July 11,
1924). And he could only get on the ballot by running under a potpourri of labels—
Progressive, Independent, Independent-Progressive, and Socialist. Between 1924
and the George Wallace campaign of 1968, the requirements in number of petitions,
format, and date of filing increased in difficulty.

Although we can chart trends in the number of third parties running, the states in
which they qualified for the ballot, and the requirements for ballot access, it is far more
difficult to impute causality. Indeed, in spite of what appears to be an obvious
relationship between difficulty of getting on the ballot and parties that qualify, several

4 LaFollette was able to run as a Socialist—a far less favorable designation, since that party had
already been on the California ballot for many years.
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scholars fail to find any such effect at the sub-presidential level. Hirano and Snyder
(2007) find no overall effect on vote for third party gubernatorial and US House
candidates with the introduction of the Australian ballot. In their analysis of 1996
congressional races, Collett and Wattenberg (1999) find no effect of ballot access
difficulty on either number of candidates nor votes received. And Tamas and Hindman
(2007) actually find a positive relationship between petitions required and vote for
third party candidates. However, as Burden (2007) points out, many of these cases use
absolute number of signatures rather than the percentage of the electorate. This is
clearly a misspecification since it is easier to reach the same number of signatures in a
large state than in a small state. Using percentage of voters required rather than number
of voters, Burden (2007) does find that state ballot access requirements are significantly
related to the number of congressional third party candidates in 2006, but not to the
percentage of the vote received by third party candidates.

At the presidential level, Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus (1996) argue that ballot
access problems had largely disappeared by 1980, although Winger rightly points
out that several states have increased their ballot requirements in the past fifteen
years. But what was the effect? If ballot restrictions do limit congressional candi-
dacies (which are smaller, less organized, and more ad hoc), then by implication,
the effects at the presidential level should be most evident among small third
parties, rather than those that generate a large outpouring of support like George
Wallace, Ross Perot, and John Anderson.

—a— Number of third parties
- & - Total vote third parties

Number of third parties in 2+ state ballots
Total percentage of vote for non-major-party candidates

Figure 12.1 Third parties and total third party vote in presidential elections,
1872-2008



WINNING ISN’T EVERYTHING 229

Figure 12.1 displays the number of parties qualifying for the presidential ballot in
at least two states for each year since 1872, as well as the total percentage of the vote
received by all third parties in every presidential election. Several things are clear
from the figure. First, there is very little relationship between vote and number of
parties, as I suggested earlier. In fact the two are correlated at only o.12 (p > .5).
Second, the number of parties increased slightly (albeit statistically significantly)
from 1872 until 1964 at an average rate of one new party every fifty years (a period
of time in which ballot access laws became more rigorous). However, the real
change occurs after 1964. Those elections between 1872 and 1964 had an average of
4.3 third parties contesting presidential elections in at least two states. Between 1968
and 2008, the average number of parties more than doubled to 10.1 (p < .001).

The reasons for this are twofold. First, some of the most egregious requirements for
ballot access were thrown out by the courts. George Wallace found himself denied
access to the Ohio ballot, even after he had collected 440,000 petitions (15 percent of
the turnout in the previous election), because he did not turn them in by February 7
(prior to either party’s primary), as required by Ohio state law. The Supreme Court
intervened and ordered Wallace placed on the ballot. Only eight years later, Eugene
McCarthy, whose campaign had faltered badly, put much of his energy into ballot
access cases, winning thirteen cases before the election and three after. As a result, by
the time John Anderson readied his campaign for 1980, requirements for ballot access
were significantly less difficult than they had been twelve years earlier. Whereas
Wallace had needed around 1,700,000 valid signatures to get on the ballot in all fifty
states, Anderson needed slightly fewer than 650,000 (Winger 1988), and Perot needed
just over 695,000 petitions to get on the ballot (Winger 2006).5 If we consider
signatures required as a percentage of the actual presidential vote rather than just
raw numbers of signatures needed, it is easier to make comparisons across time. In
1924, LaFollette needed signatures from only about 0.25 percent of all voters to qualify,
but by 1968, the requirement for Wallace had risen by almost a factor of ten (to 2.4
percent of all voters) to qualify for the ballot. After 1968, petition requirements did
diminish thanks to legal challenges from Wallace, Eugene McCarthy in 1968, and John
Anderson in 1980, although not to the levels of 1924. Both Anderson in 1980 and Perot
in 1992 needed petition signatures from 0.8 percent (less than one-third the percent-
age required for Wallace).

The problems associated with presidential ballot access, while real, appear cur-
rently less problematic than at any extended time in American history.s If we take as
our starting point the post-Civil War period, it is impressive to note that between

5 These numbers are based on the method that has most frequently been used in each state by
candidates to get on the ballot (Winger 2006).

6 Although petition requirements increased from around 635,000 in 2004 to 690,000 in 2008, the
2008 number is still below that of 1992 with a population that has increased by 20 percent over the
same period.
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1872 and 1892 (for most states, the pre-Australian ballot period), there were no
elections in which any third party received votes in every state. Whereas third party
presidential candidates were able to secure ballot access in all states only twice
between 1896 and 1964 (the Socialists in 1912 and 1916), between 1968 and 2008 eight
parties did so. More remarkably, it was not just parties receiving large shares on the
vote in the general election that were able to get on all the ballots. Three did so even
though they received less than 0.5 percent of the total presidential vote, and did so
without huge expenditures of money (which they lacked in any case).’?

But has too much has been made of the number of petitions required, without
considering how changes in technology might make ballot petition drives cheaper
and easier to coordinate? Unfortunately, little research has been done in this area,
but it is an important issue for third party scholars, and deserves attention.
Developments in communications and transportation might help explain how
third parties have achieved increased success in ballot access even as the number
of required signatures stayed fairly constant overall (although varying within
states) over the past twenty-five years. The difficulty of organizing a Perot-like
effort in precomputer days, let alone in pretelephone days, is almost impossible to
comprehend. Even in 1968, the Wallace campaign benefited from the increased use
of the airplane and direct dialing, among other improvements. More recently, how
much has the use of Meetup, Facebook, blogs, and other Internet made ballot
access for new third parties increasingly possible?

BALLOT PETITIONS AS AN OPPORTUNITY
FOR ACTIVIST MOBILIZATION

While ballot access requirements do present a challenge for small third parties, they
may also provide an opportunity for “contender” parties with significant popular
appeal to actually expand their visibility and their eventual vote through the
mobilization of campaign activists around the ballot petition effort. The difficulty
of collecting petitions is often due (especially among twentieth-century third
parties) to the lack of organization and of activists. Replacing the stable organiza-
tions of nineteenth-century third parties with occasional activists motivated by a
new party or candidate is a difficult challenge. Very little work on third parties
has focused on third party activists (see Martin and Spang 2001; Canfield 1984;
Rapoport and Stone 2005; J. McCann, Rapoport, and Stone 1999), but activists

7 The Libertarian Party got its nominee on the ballot in all states and the District of Columbia in
1992 for between $600,000 and $700,000, or about a dollar a name (Redpath 1995).
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provide the organizational skills and labor that third parties so desperately need.
Major parties have continuing activists, but third parties have to create them anew.
And ballot access campaigns, although arduous, difficult, and usually expensive,
provide the opportunity for the recruitment of activists, particularly as advances in
computer technology have made contact with and organization of activists
cheaper, less labor-intensive, and far more comprehensive.

The Perot campaign of 1992 is a case in point. It spontaneously formed around
hundreds of thousands of volunteers “from Maine to California...opening
petition offices and manning petition tables in shopping malls at their own expense
to advance the cause” (Germond and Witcover 1993, 306). By creating the cam-
paign around the petition efforts, Perot not only recruited volunteers, but also
showed his high level of support, which helped to recruit more volunteers (whose
names were entered into computer databases) and to convince voters of
his viability. He also ensured significant media coverage in the mass rallies (virtu-
ally the only public events he attended prior to his dropping out of the race)
that delivered vastly more petitions to state officials than were required by state law
(Barta 1993, 479-80).

As a result of these committed volunteers, Perot was able to get on the ballot at
least in the early states (through early July) without a vast professional organiza-
tion. Although many have claimed that the success of the Perot campaign hinged
heavily on his financial resources (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996, ch. 9), by
the time he had taken the lead in the three-way presidential race, Perot had spent
just over $2 million, less than either Buchanan or Tsongas in their failed nomina-
tion campaigns, and less than a quarter of what Bush or Clinton had spent (Federal
Election Commission 1992). Altogether Perot collected 5,400,000 petitions, more
than 5 percent of the 1988 presidential vote total (Barta 1993).

But Perot was not unique in his mobilization of volunteers for ballot access.
George Wallace also experienced significant outpouring of spontaneous support,
particularly in the South, but also in other states. All told he obtained more than
2.7 million petition signatures (Carter 2000, 307), about 4 percent of the 1964
presidential election turnout in what “was perhaps the most remarkable triumph of
participatory democracy at the grass roots in the campaign of 1968, not excluding
the McCarthy campaign” (Chester, Hodgson, and Page 1969, 284).

Although Eugene McCarthy in 1976 and John Anderson in 1980 blamed the
ballot access fights for their failures, it was also a reflection of their failure to
generate spontaneous and enthusiastic support for their campaigns, as well as a
failure of strategy. Anderson spent $2.5 million on his ballot access effort, far more
than Wallace had spent, even though he needed significantly fewer signatures. His
desire to obtain numbers of petitions far beyond that required to generate media
coverage turned out to be a serious miscalculation (Germond and Witcover 1981,
236—7), given his limited financial resources.
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EXPLAINING THIRD PARTY ELECTORAL SUCCESS

Once third parties are on the ballot, their problems in terms of a significant vote are
just beginning.8 All major studies of third parties agree that third parties almost
never control their own fate (Mazmanian 1974; Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996;
Gillespie 1993). Given that 9o percent of Americans either identify with or lean
toward one of the two major parties, a third party’s success depends on a significant
rejection of both parties. Third parties are always underfunded relative to the major
parties (with the possible exception of Ross Perot in 1992); they do not get the same
level of media coverage; in only rare instances can they attract a nationally
prominent figure to run; and in the forty-eight years that debates have been
around, they have been excluded in all but one election.® Because of these con-
straints, third parties face an uphill struggle. Most commonly, when things are
going badly, the incumbent party is tarred, and the other major party picks up
support and is victorious. For significant third party support, more is required.
As Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus (1996, 162) put it, ‘Overwhelmingly, it is the
failure of the major parties to do what the electorate expects of them . . . that most
increases the likelihood of voters to back a minor party. Citizens by and large cast
third party ballots because they are dissatisfied with the major parties, not because
they are attracted to the alternatives.

Failure of both major parties is rare, since, once aware of the situation of the
incumbent party and of the threat from a third party, the non-incumbent party has
an incentive to make a strong bid for a potential third party’s constituency, so long
as it can do so without seriously endangering its ongoing coalition of support. But
even major party failure is only necessary but not sufficient for third party
emergence. It provides the opportunity for third party success but does not
guarantee it. Quality of third party candidates and the ability of those candidates
to rally the discontent around their party or candidacy are also important to
success. It is for this reason that in times of major party failure some third parties
do extremely well, others fail to improve their showings from previous elections,
and sometimes no third party emerges to seize the opportunity.

For the most part, then, we need to identify both strong push factors that
provide the opportunity for third party success, and pull factors that convert the

8 Most of the discussion of the determinants of third party electoral success focus on the
presidential level, because the examples here are better known. It is the case, however, that with a few
exceptions (e.g., the electoral college) the same factors that would be important at the presidential
level would also be important for lower-level elections so long as the election is a first-past-the-post
single-office election (e.g., single-member district legislative representative, governor, attorney
general).

9 Anderson was able to debate Reagan in 1980, but the crucial Reagan—Carter debates excluded him.
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potential for protest into actual votes for the third party—a “push—pull” model of
third party support (Rapoport and Stone 2005).

Scholars have done a generally good job of identifying push factors: economic
stress, unpopular major party candidates, unpopular issue positions taken by
major party candidates, marginalization of significant issues by both major parties,
and high levels of general alienation (likely related to some of the previously
mentioned factors), as well as some of the pull factors (strong third party candi-
dates, successful issue appeals, media access, party membership) (Gold 1995;
Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996; Bibby and Maisel 2003; Rapoport and Stone
2005).

Systemic Factors Favoring Third Party Success

Historically, it is clear that these push factors all seem to be related to third party
success at various times, although in different combinations. In most cases these
push factors emerged out of economic, political, and social change, which created
challenges for the major parties and created the opportunities for third party
success. These challenges included the emergence of new issues not easily assimi-
lated by the current party system, dislocation of sufficiently large groups to form
the basis of a third party challenge, and demands for policies more extreme than
either major party had heretofore endorsed (Sundquist 1983).

It is significant to note that these opportunities depended not on any of these
dislocations being experienced by the system as a whole, but rather their being
experienced by a group sufficiently large to be electorally significant. For example,
Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus (1996, 135—7) emphasize the effect of specifically
agricultural depressions (not necessarily associated with the same level of economic
distress in the rest of the population) as the impetus for successful farmer-based
third parties like the Greenback and Populist parties.

The failure of major parties to respond to a segmental economic disaster is
understandable, since to do so may entail greater potential losses than potential
gains. On the other hand, general depression (as in 1932) is certain to engage the
attention of the non-incumbent party, whose response diminishes the chances of a
third party breakthrough. The lack of a successful third party in 1932 is testament to
this proposition.

Although there had been antislavery parties dating back to the Liberty Party in
1840, the issue of slavery had been effectively put off through a series of compro-
mises beginning with the Missouri Compromise of 1820. The emergence of slavery
as a major issue in the wake of the Kansas—Nebraska Act doomed the Whigs, which
with a strong Southern wing could not engage the slavery issue without fracturing
their coalition. By taking a strong antislavery position, the Republican Party was
able to displace the Whigs within two years.
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The role of race as a campaign issue returned in the 1960s, not because the issue
was being ignored, but because it had been a major part of Lyndon Johnson’s Great
Society legislation. George Wallace and his supporters pushed back against the
spate of bipartisan civil rights legislation and judicial rulings of the 1960s, and as
the role of the federal government in civil rights, specifically in cross-district
busing, became more widespread, George Wallace bluntly took extreme positions
that neither major party endorsed. While never threatening the dominance of the
Democrats or Republicans, Wallace attracted the largest third party vote in almost
half a century and grabbed the attention of both major parties.

Factors Favoring Third Party Success: Individual Level

To understand the ways that these third party opportunities translate into third
party success we need to focus on individual voter decision making, and ask under
what conditions will voters consider and vote for third parties. Given the rarity of
third parties votes, it must be assumed that both significant push factors and
significant pull factors must be present. Rapoport and Stone (2005, ch. 2) lay out
the basic logic of the “push—pull” model of third party support that will be
followed here.

If we take an issue which is of paramount importance to a voter, we should
expect that she will vote for the major party candidate who is closer to her on that
issue. If she is a centrist, she will calculate how extreme each of the two party
candidates is and then select the one who is less extreme. If there are a variety of
issues which she cares about, she might average how distant she is from the
candidate from Party D over the issues, do the same for the candidate from
Party R, and vote for the candidate on average closest to her.

But what if both candidates are quite distant from her on the issue? If she hears
about a third party candidate who has staked out a position relatively close to her
own (as in Figure 12.2), she might consider voting for that candidate. Figure 12.2
represents this situation. We should expect that the further away she is from the
closer major party candidate (here the distance from her position to the position of
Party R’s candidate), the greater the push away from the major parties. On the
other hand, the smaller the distance to the closer major party, the less likelihood
that a third party will even enter the choice set for the voter. In this case the “push”
away from the preferred major party (R) is sufficiently large that the voter
considers a third party candidate, but only if there is significant “pull” from the
third party candidate by virtue of the issue proximity to the voter. Empirical
research from both 1968 (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996, 163; Converse et al.
1969; Gold 1995) and 1992 (Rapoport and Stone 2005) supports our expectation
that “push” factors (distance from the closer major party) and pull factors (close-
ness to the third party candidate) both affect the propensity of third party voting.



WINNING ISN'T EVERYTHING 235

Third party
Party R candidate
candidate

Party D
candidate

Least _ Most attractive
attrgf)tllvs v v » Possible option

pOi.SI e (voter's position on issue)
option

Figure 12.2 Push-pull model of third party support with separated major parties

But not only does the distance from closer major party to voter’s position make a
difference, so too does how much closer the more proximate major party (R) is to
the voter compared with the less proximate major party (D). Because of the first-
past-the-post electoral system, a third party victory is unlikely. This means that
either party D or party R is going to win. To decide to reject both is a difficult
decision. Therefore, even if party D and party R are both relatively distant from the
voter but she is significantly closer to party R (as in Figure 12.2), she might decide
to vote for Party R, despite her knowledge that she is far closer to the third party.
If, in another scenario, she is not only distant from the closer major party but is
also almost equally distant from the other (as in Figure 12.3), then her level of
indifference between the major parties is quite high and the incentive to support an
issue-proximate third party increases. In 1992, Perot activity declined as individuals
felt closer proximity to one of the major parties than to the other (Rapoport and
Stone 20035, 110).

When voters or activists even slightly prefer one of the major parties to the other
(even if they prefer a third party to both), there may still be great concern that
voting for that third party will elect the major party that they like less. Since the
third party is unlikely to win, they are, therefore, wasting their vote in terms of the
actual outcome. This wasted-vote or strategic-voting concern has significant em-
pirical support behind it (e.g., Cain 1978). Abramson, Aldrich, Paolino, and Rohde
(1995) show that in 1968, 1980, and 1992, third party candidates were far less likely
to receive votes from those who preferred them to the other two candidates than
was the case with major party candidates. Fewer than three in five (57 percent) 1980
voters who preferred Anderson to Reagan and Carter actually voted for Anderson,
while 97 percent who preferred Carter voted for him and 97 percent of those who
preferred Reagan over Carter and Anderson voted for him. The same trend holds
for 1968, 1992, and 1996 (Abramson et al. forthcoming).
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Figure 12.3 Push-pull model of third party support with undifferentiated
major parties

However, as discussed above, this problem is diminished where the major parties
are equidistant (or almost equidistant) on issue(s) important to the voter. Under
such circumstances voting for a third party has only small costs. Another case
would be where one’s vote or activity is irrelevant to the election outcome. This is
the case if the state in which one lives is clearly going to vote for the Democratic
candidate or the Republican candidate. Since the election outcome is unaffected by
an individual’s behavior, she is free to support and work for whichever candidate
she prefers. In contrast a close election nationally means that states that are closely
contested (and could conceivably affect the national election outcome) should
show more strategic voting and more drop-off in the third party candidate’s
support as election day approaches.

Burden (2005) finds that when an election is close in terms of electoral college
likely results (e.g., 2000), voters in states that are close and prefer the third party
candidate do in fact reject that candidate and vote strategically for one of the major
parties. In 2000, the closeness of the election in a state was significantly related to
the drop-off in Nader support between the final survey done and the actual vote
Nader received. There was no such drop-off when the election outcome was
predictable long before the election (1992, 1996).

The relationship between proximity and closeness of the election raises an
interesting point. When parties are relatively centrist (or in agreement at some
other point on the issue or ideological spectrum), there is little potential for strong
differentiation relative to any given voter. But when parties are ideologically distant
from one another, there is great potential for such differentiation. All other things
being equal, the more differentiation between the major parties, the greater the
pressure on voters to select one of them even in the presence of a preferred third
party. The closer the election, the greater the propensity to choose a major party;
the more top-heavy the winning margin, the greater the incentive to support third
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parties. A system that offers one-party dominance but little party differentiation
would be most open to third party activity, while a system with highly differen-
tiated parties and close elections should be least hospitable. Right now our system
seems to be close to the latter example. American parties are (at least in Congress)
more polarized than at almost any point in American history; and, elections have
been relatively close in two of the last three cases.

What can a third party do? The issue model in Figures 12.2 and 12.3 is based on
candidate and voter placement on issues (similar to the Wallace position on civil
rights discussed above), but another dimension of issues that is important in third
party support is issue priority. Two voters sharing the same position on an issue
may differ in the priority they put on that issue. For some people who want to
balance the budget, this is the issue, whereas for others who want to do so it may
still be less important than lowering taxes. Just as it is with voters and activists, so
too is it with candidates. A voter or activist may agree with a candidate on the
preferred policy preference but doubt that that candidate will make it a top
priority. For example, although most conservative activists did not doubt Ronald
Reagan’s pro-life sentiments, his lack of action on abortion and other social issues
infuriated them (Troy 2005, 154).

Where issues have been relegated to the back burner by the major parties,
historically the ability of third parties like the Republicans, Populists, and George
Wallace’s American Independent Party not only to take issue positions in line with
a large constituency, but also to make these their top priority issues, has been
effective in the aggregate. We would expect to find the same at the individual level.
Voters should be more inclined to be supportive of third party candidates who
share their issue position on a voter’s high-priority issue if the issue is also a high
priority for that candidate (while a low priority for the major party candidates).
This becomes a “push” factor away from the major parties and a “pull” factor
toward the third party. Even though the parties were highly differentiated on issues
like abortion, national health, and affirmative action, these were less important to
Perot’s supporters than economic nationalism, reform, and the budget. Elevating
their importance when the major parties largely ignored them provided a signifi-
cant impetus for activist support on his behalf (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 110).

In addition to its issue appeals, of course, the Perot campaign offered the voters
Ross Perot—the mythic figure, the self-made billionaire, can-do guy. This added
greatly to the appeal because, in addition to the role of push and pull of issue
factors in third party success, candidate factors are also important. Rosenstone,
Behr, and Lazarus (1996) divide third party nominees into “nationally prestigious
candidates,” “prestigious candidates,” and “non-prestigious candidates.” They find
that two-thirds of nationally prestigious candidates receive more than 9 percent of
the vote, compared with only 6 percent of prestigious candidates and none of non-
prestigious candidates. The less well regarded both major party candidates are by
voters, the greater the likelihood of a vote for the third party. Of course, much of
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the dislike may be based on issue alienation from the major party candidates, but
personal evaluations also affect presidential vote (A. Miller, Wattenberg, and
Malunchuk 1986). The 1980 Anderson campaign epitomizes one in which the
rejection of the major party candidates and the attraction to Anderson played a
significant role, in the absence of distinctive issues which Anderson promulgated.
Not surprisingly, Gold (1995) finds that while the degree of rejection of major party
candidates is important in predicting third party vote in 1968, 1980, and 1992,
the strongest effect is in 1980 (when issue proximity to major parties has no effect
at all).

Other factors also play a role in third party voting, and one of the most
frequently referenced is alienation. Although it may be an intervening variable
reflecting issue and economic dissatisfaction, it has played a role in many third
party campaigns. This is not surprising since if both parties are to be rejected in a
two-party system, then the political system as a whole is likely to be tainted. In 1892,
the Populist platform (Congressional Quarterly 1997, 59) decreed that the nation
was on “the verge of moral, political, and material ruin. Corruption dominates the
ballot-box, the Legislatures, the Congress, and touches even the ermine of the
bench.” Wallace and Perot both utilized similar populist themes, claiming that the
average voter needed to have more access to the levers of power in order to control
powerful, often corrupting, interests. In both years alienation had a significant
effect on third party support (Gold 1995; Atkeson et al. 1996), emphasizing that
both parties were responsible for the problems faced by voters and the country.10

THE DyNaMIC OF THIRD PARTIES

If third parties have not won the presidency nor displaced one of the major parties
in almost a century and a half, then do third parties really matter? And if so, and
under what conditions and in what ways do they affect the political system? And
what happens to this influential third party?

Richard Hofstadter (1955, 97) remarked that “third parties are like bees; once
they have stung they die,” emphasizing the short life span of electorally successful
third parties. And as Hofstadter suggests, every party getting more than 6 percent
of the vote since the Civil War—the Populist, Bull-Moose, Progressive Party,

10 Koch (1998) finds that alienation actually increased among Perot supporters after he entered the
race. Nonetheless, both alienation before he entered and alienation measured later were strongly
related to support for him (Peterson and Wrighton (1998).
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American Independent, and Anderson campaign—were spent forces by the next
presidential election.!!

But although bees die once they sting, they also leave their stinger in their victim,
who finds it hard to ignore. Analogously, third party success grabs the attention of
the major parties and forces them to respond (if doing so does not seriously
endanger their coalition and electoral prospects). And it is this response which
both changes the party system and kills the successful third party. “Usually after a
strong showing by a minor party, at least one of the major parties shifts its position,
adopting the third party’s rhetoric if not the core of its programs. Consequently, by
the following election the third-party constituency...has a major party more
sympathetic to its demands” (Mazmanian 1974, 143).

It is this process of major party attention, response, and third party supporter
response to the major parties’ attention that has been labeled “the dynamic of third
parties” (Rapoport and Stone 2005). The “dynamic of third parties” requires three
conditions to be met:

1. A third party movement must have a large and identifiable issue constituency
from which it receives a substantial vote.

2. One or more major parties must make a bid for this support by tailoring their
own positions to better reflect those of the third party’s supporters.

3. The third party’s supporters must respond to the bid by moving their support
toward the major party or parties making the bid.

Although the dynamic has been described in similar ways by other third party
scholars (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996; Mazmanian 1974), until very recently
data at the mass and elite level have not been available to fully test the model. Data
gathered from the Perot campaigns of 1992 and 1996 (Rapoport and Stone 2005)
allow for such a test of all three requirements underlying the “dynamic of third
parties.”

Requirement 1: Large and identifiable issue constituency. Unless a third party
achieves a significant vote total, the incentive for a major party to make a bid for
their supporters is small. Nader’s small vote in 2000, pivotal as it was, did not cause
the Democratic Party to shift radically between 2000 and 2004. By way of contrast,
both the Wallace and Perot supporters attracted much greater interest and much
greater response from the Republicans in 1968—72 and 1992—6.

Third parties serve as “political venture capitalists” by identifying issues or issue
positions that major parties have ignored. Although many ascribed Perot’s success
entirely to his money (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996) or to alienation and the

11 Perot’s 1992 campaign is a notable exception, but the promise of guaranteed federal funding for a
1996 campaign was a clear incentive to run once again.
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economy (Dionne 1992), Perot supporters had distinctive positions around three
sets of issues: economic nationalism (e.g., NAFTA, foreign involvement, immigra-
tion), reform (e.g., campaign finance reform and a balanced budget amendment),
and the budget (cutting programs and increasing taxes). And on those issues,
unlike the traditional left-right issues, Perot supporters were more extreme than
either Democrats or Republicans (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 86).12

But if the third party’s appeal is based on a set of distinctive issues, not only must
the third party supporters differ from the major parties on these issues, but these
issues have to be the basis of third party activity. And this is the case as well. The
more extreme on the Perot issues (i.e., closer to Perot), the more activity and
support for Perot. And, the greater the distance from the major parties on these
issues, the more support for Perot. What made these issues particularly available
for activist and voter mobilization around a third party candidacy is that the major
parties differed far less on them than on traditional liberal-conservative issues
(Rapoport and Stone 2005, 90). So, on these new Perot issues the downside risk of
having the less favored major party win was less than on other issues.

These Perot issues not only increased Perot’s support based on the agreement of
the candidate and his supporters, but Perot’s supporters also assigned these “Perot
issues” much higher priorities than did the major party candidates. Agreement
between Perot and his supporters on the priority of these issues had a strong
additional effect on their level of Perot support.!* Taken jointly, the combined
effects of issue proximity and issue priority had an effect on Perot support almost
equal to that of candidate evaluations (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 121). The
significance of an identifiable set of issues provided a road map for the major
parties if they wished to pursue and co-opt Perot’s voters. The Republicans without
the presidency and in the minority in both houses of Congress had the greater
incentive, but could they do what was needed to add Perot supporters to their party
without splitting their coalition?

Requirement 2: The Republican bid. The large vote for Perot immediately caught
the attention of the Republican leaders, particularly Newt Gingrich. When Frank
Luntz, former Perot pollster, spoke at a post-inauguration Republican retreat in
early 1993 on the need and the strategy for Republicans to win over Perot voters,
Gingrich was convinced. His “Contract with America” in 1994 was a document
clearly aimed at Perot and his supporters, with its strong emphasis on reform and
its disregard of issues like abortion and free trade, which were strongly opposed by

12 The focus here will be on the 1992 Perot campaign as the “bee which stung” and set in motion the
“dynamic of third parties,” because the data on the 1992 campaign and its aftermath is most complete.
However, there is clear evidence of a similar process in the case of a variety of other third parties as well
(Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996; Mazmanian 1974).

13 As well as the perception that the issue was not a high priority for the major parties.
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the Perot constituency, although key to important Republican constituencies.
Remarkably, the Contract with America looked far more like the checklist at the
end of Perot’s United We Stand than it looked like the Republican platform of only
two years earlier (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 152).

The bid was not only at the level of the party leadership. It was made explicit by
Republican congressional campaigns across the country, who targeted likely Perot
voters with telephone calls, canvassing, and mailings specifically emphasizing
Republican commitment to reform and a balanced budget and other Perot issues
(Rapoport and Stone 2005, 155).

Requirement 3: The response. The attempt was successful. Perot supporters
shifted disproportionately to the Republicans in 1994. Whereas in 1992, about
half of Perot’s supporters voted Republican for Congress, in 1994 two-thirds did.
But not only that, those who had been most active for Perot shifted their activity
and support disproportionately toward the Republicans.

The Republican strategy of contacting Perot supporters with targeted commu-
nications worked. At every level of 1992 Perot activity, the higher the level of
communications from the Republicans in 1994, the greater the level of Republican
activity in 1994. And for those who received the most communications from the
Republicans, their level of Perot activity from 1992 translated most directly into
1994 Republican activity (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 197). So by 1994, “the dynamic
of third parties” had run its full cycle. Perot had shown the resonance of a set of
issues that the major parties had had difficulty in articulating. The Republicans
seized on the opportunity and fashioned a co-optation strategy which they pro-
mulgated through the Contract with America, and Perot’s supporters responded as
third party supporters in 1896 and 1972 had in forsaking the third party to support
a major party.

Clearly, the Perot campaign, like other successful third parties, had not simply
been the bee that stung and died, but the bee that left its stinger in the political
system. Looking to 2008, Stan Greenberg and James Carville (2005b, 3) identified
Perot voters as the swing group, this time encouraging the Democrats to “revisit
the Perot voters and their concerns, even if Perot himself has faded from view.”

CONCLUSION

We write off the possibility of major third party success at our peril. In the final
edition of his masterful text on parties, V. O. Key (1964, 281) opines, “Students of
the topic seem to agree that the day of the third party, at least in presidential
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elections is done.” Ironically he wrote this in the election year preceding the 1968
Wallace campaign that seemed to usher in a spate of major third party candidates
(in four of the next eight elections, a third party would get more than 6 percent of
the vote—as many as had done so in the preceding hundred years). And the
number of parties on the ballot in two or more states more than doubled from
the pre-1964 era to the post-1964 era.

The extreme candidate-centered nature of the third parties that have emerged
since 1964 probably explains some of his failure of prognostication. It also ignores
the ways that when major parties ignore issues or fail to engage those on a
particular side of important issues, they create opportunities for entrepreneurial
candidates. And the entrepreneurial skills of politicians and activists and their
ability to create new ways of organizing themselves and voters utilizing technolog-
ical advances have allowed third parties to form quickly and to overcome the legal
impediments to ballot access. This ability extends even to “promoter” third parties,
which have achieved ballot access more frequently than in the past.

Third party success looks rather meager if we focus on the ability of a third party
to become a permanent part of the party system either by displacing a major party
or by establishing itself as a significant and consistent vote getter at the highest
(i.e., presidential) level (similar to the Free Democratic Party in Germany or the
Liberal Democrats in Britain). However, if we think of third parties as a crucial part
of the two-party system, with the ability to appeal to a constituency on issues that
the major parties ignore and raise those issues in a public forum, and, when their
support is large, to influence one or both of the major parties to respond to those
issues and that constituency, then their periodic success is obvious and their
important and influential role in the American party system is clear.
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CHAPTER 13

THE EVOLUTION
OF NATIONAL
PARTY
ORGANIZATIONS

PAUL S. HERRNSON

ONCE characterized as poor, unstable, and powerless, national party organizations in
the United States entered the twenty-first century financially secure, institutionally
stable, and highly influential in election campaigns and in their relations with state
and local party committees, political consultants, and interest groups. The national
party organizations—the Democratic and Republican national, congressional, and
senatorial campaign committees—have adapted to the candidate-centered, money-
driven, “high-tech” style of modern campaign politics. This chapter examines the
development of the national party organizations, their evolving relations with other
party committees, and their role in contemporary elections.

PArRTY DEVELOPMENT, DECLINE,
AND REEMERGENCE

American political parties are principally electoral institutions. They were created
to help meet the needs of candidates for public office (Aldrich 1995), and they
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continue to focus more on elections and less on initiating policy change than do
parties in other Western democracies (Leon Epstein 1986). National party develop-
ment has been influenced by forces impinging on the parties from the broader
political environment and pressures emanating from within the parties themselves.
The Democratic National Committee (DNC) was formed during the Democratic
national convention of 1848 for the purposes of organizing and directing the
presidential campaign and tending to the details associated with setting up future
conventions (Cotter and Hennessy 1964). The Republican National Committee
(RNC) was created in 1856 for the purposes of bringing the Republican Party into
existence and conducting election-related activities similar to those performed by
its Democratic counterpart.

The congressional and senatorial campaign committees were created in response
to heightened electoral insecurities resulting from factional conflicts within the two
parties following the Civil War. The National Republican Congressional Commit-
tee (NRCC) was formed in 1866 by Radical Republican members of the House who
believed they could not rely on President Andrew Johnson or the RNC for
assistance with their elections. Following the Republican example, pro-Johnson
Democrats formed their own election committee—the Democratic Congressional
Campaign Committee (DCCC). Senate leaders created the senatorial campaign
committees in 1916 after the Seventeenth Amendment transformed the upper
chamber into a popularly elected body. The Democratic Senatorial Campaign
Committee (DSCC) and the National Republican Senatorial Committee (NRSC)
were founded to assist incumbent senators with their reelection campaigns. Like
their counterparts in the House, the Senate campaign committees were established
during a period of political upheaval—the Progressive Movement—to assuage
members’ electoral insecurities.

The six national party organizations have not possessed abundant power during
most of their existence. Throughout most of the parties” history, and during the
height of their strength (circa the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries),
power was concentrated at the local level, usually in county-wide political
machines that possessed a virtual monopoly over the tools needed to run a
successful campaign. Power mainly flowed up from county organizations to state
party committees and conventions, and then to the national convention. The
national, congressional, and senatorial campaign committees had little, if any,
power over state and local party leaders.

Nevertheless, party campaigning was a cooperative endeavor. Individual
branches of the party organization were primarily concerned with electing candi-
dates within their immediate jurisdictions, but leaders of different party organiza-
tions worked together because they recognized that ballot structures and voter
partisanship linked the electoral prospects of their candidates (Ostrogorski 1964;
Schattschneider 1942). They also understood that electing candidates to federal,
state, and local governments would enable them to maximize the patronage and



THE EVOLUTION OF NATIONAL PARTY ORGANIZATIONS 247

other benefits they could extract for themselves and their supporters. The national
party organizations, and especially the national committees, provided the financial,
administrative, and communications resources needed to coordinate and set the
tone of a nationwide campaign (Bruce 1927; Kent 1923). Local party committees
used their proximity to voters to collect electoral information, to conduct voter
registration and get-out-the-vote drives, and to organize other grassroots activities
(Merriam 1923). State party committees used their relatively modest resources to
channel electoral information up to the national party organizations and arranged
for candidates and other prominent party leaders to speak at local rallies and events
(Sait 1927).

The transition from a party-dominated system of campaign politics to a candi-
date-centered system was brought about by legal, demographic, and technological
changes in American society and reforms instituted by the parties themselves. The
direct primary and civil service regulations instituted during the Progressive era
deprived party bosses of their ability to handpick nominees and reward party
workers with government jobs and contracts (see, for example, Key 1958; Rose-
boom 1970). They weakened the bosses’ hold over candidates and political activists
and encouraged candidates to build their own campaign organizations.

Demographic and cultural changes reinforced this pattern. Increased education
and social mobility, declining immigration, and a growing national identity con-
tributed to the erosion of the close-knit, traditional ethnic neighborhoods that
formed the core of the old-fashioned political machine’s constituency. Voters began
to turn toward nationally focused mass media and away from local party commit-
tees for their political information (Ranney 1975; Kayden and Mahe 1985). Growing
preferences for movies, radio, and televised entertainment reduced the popularity
of rallies, barbecues, and other types of interpersonal communication at which the
machines excelled. These changes deprived the parties of their political bases and
rendered many of their campaign techniques obsolete.

The adaptation of technological innovations developed in the public relations
field to the electoral arena further eroded candidates’ dependence on party orga-
nizations. Advancements in survey research, data processing, and mass media
advertising provided candidates with new tools for gathering information from
and communicating messages to voters. The emergence of political consultants
enabled candidates to hire non-party professionals to run their campaigns (Agran-
off 1972; Sabato 1981). These developments helped transform election campaigns
from party-focused, party-conducted affairs to events that revolved around indi-
vidual candidates and their campaign organizations.

Two recent developments that initially appeared to weaken party organizations
and reinforce the candidate-centeredness of American elections were party reforms
introduced by the Democrats’ McGovern—Fraser Commission and the Federal
Election Campaign Act of 1971 and its amendments (FECA). The McGovern—Fraser
reforms, and reforms instituted by later Democratic reform commissions, were
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designed to make the presidential nominating process more open and more
representative. Their side-effects included reducing the roles of long-time party
“regulars” at national party conventions and in other party activities and increasing
the influence of issue and candidate activists (frequently labeled “purists” or
“amateurs”) in party politics. The rise of the “purists” also led to tensions over
fundamental issues such as whether winning elections or advancing particular
policies should have priority (J. Wilson 1962; Polsby and Wildavsky 1984). It also
led to schisms with the parties that made coalition building more difficult. The
reforms were debilitating to both parties, but they were more harmful to the
Democratic Party, which introduced them (Ranney 1975; Polsby and Wildavsky
1984).

The FECA also had some negative effects on the parties. Its contribution and
expenditure limits, disclosure provisions, and other regulatory requirements
forced party committees to keep separate bank accounts for state and federal
election activity. Its immediate effect was to discourage state and local party
organizations from fully participating in federal elections (D. Price 1984; Kayden
and Mahe 1985). It also set the stage for the tremendous proliferation of political
action committees (PACs) that began in the late 1970s (Alexander 1984). Number-
ing 608 in 1974, PACs soon became the major organized financiers of congressional
elections, reaching 5,000 in 2006.

Changes in the parties’ environment and internal governance fostered the
emergence of a candidate-centered election system. Under this system, most
candidates assembled their own campaign organization to compete for their
party’s nomination and then to contest the general election. In the case of presi-
dential elections, a candidate who succeeded in securing the party’s nomination
also won control of the national committee. In congressional elections, most
campaign activities were carried out by the candidate’s own organization both
before and after the primary. The parties’ seeming inability to adapt to the new
“high-tech,” money-driven style of campaign politics resulted in their being
pushed to the periphery of the elections process. These trends were accompanied
by a general decline in the parties’ ability to structure political choice (Carmines,
Renten, and Stimson 1984; Beck 1984), to furnish symbolic referents and decision-
making cues for voters (Nie, Verba, and Petrocik 1979; Wattenberg 1984), and to
foster party unity among elected officials (Deckard 1976; Clubb, Flanigan, and
Zingale 1980).

Although party decline was a gradual process that took its greatest toll on
party organizations at the local level, party renewal occurred over a relatively
short period and was focused primarily in Washington, DC. As was the case
in earlier periods, national party organizational renewal was shaped by the
needs of candidates. Many campaigns did not have the skills or funds needed
to meet the demands of the new-style campaigning. Others turned to political
consultants, PACs, or interest groups for help. The increased needs of
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candidates for greater access to technical expertise, political information, and
money created an opportunity for national party organizations to become the
repositories of these resources (J. Schlesinger 1985). National party leaders
responded to these demands after electoral crises that heightened office-
holders’ electoral anxieties furnished them with the opportunities and incen-
tives to augment the parties’ organizational apparatuses (e.g., Herrnson and
Menefee-Libey 1990).

The Watergate scandal and the trouncing Republican candidates experienced in
the 1974 and 1976 elections provided a crisis of competition that was the catalyst for
change at the Republican national party organizations. The GOP lost forty-nine
seats in the House in 1974, had an incumbent president defeated two years later,
and controlled only twelve governorships and four state legislatures by 1977.
Moreover, voter identification with the Republican Party dropped precipitously,
especially among voters under 35. This drew party leaders’ attention to the weak-
nesses of the Republican national, congressional, and senatorial campaign com-
mittees. GOP leaders initiated a variety of programs to promote the institutional
development of their committees, increase the committees’ electoral presence, and
provide candidates with campaign money and services. They transformed the
missions of the national parties and placed them on a path that would strengthen
them organizationally.

The institutionalization of the Democratic national party organizations
occurred in two phases. The tumultuous 1968 Democratic national convention
created a factional crisis between liberal reform-minded “purists” and party “reg-
ulars.” The crisis and the party’s defeat in November created an opportunity for the
McGovern—Fraser Commission, and other reform commissions, to introduce rule
changes that made the delegate selection process more participatory, led to the
proliferation and front-loading of presidential primaries, and increased the size
and demographic representativeness of the DNC and the national convention.
Later Democratic reform commissions created slots for Democratic elected offi-
cials, former elected officials, and party activists to participate in Democratic
conventions as so-called “superdelegates” without having to be selected in pri-
maries or caucuses. The roles of superdelegates were hotly debated in 2008 when it
appeared that they might cast the deciding votes in the nomination race between
Illinois Senator Barack Obama and New York Senator and former First Lady
Hillary Rodham Clinton.

The Democrats’ reform movement resulted in the DNC gaining responsibility
for overseeing state party compliance with national party rules. This shift in power
within the party boosted DNC influence in both party and presidential politics. At
times this responsibility has appeared to tie the Democratic Party in knots. For
example, in its effort to reduce front-loading in the 2008 presidential nomination
process, the DNC forbade any state other than Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada, and
South Carolina from holding its primary or caucuses before February 5, 2008.



250 PAUL S. HERRNSON

When Florida and Michigan violated this rule, leading some nomination candi-
dates to remove their names from the ballots in these states, the DNC had to
arbitrate whether it would be fair to seat those states’ delegations and determine
what constituted adequate punishment for the flouting of party rules. After
publicly wrangling over the situation for several months, the DNC decided to
seat the delegates, but only after Obama had wrapped up the nomination. Faced
with a similar situation the RNC acted more decisively, stripping half of the
delegates originally allocated to Wyoming, Michigan, Florida, South Carolina,
and New Hampshire because they had scheduled their primaries ahead of February
5, 2008.

The second phase of Democratic national party institutionalization followed the
party’s massive defeat in the 1980 election. The defeat of incumbent President
Jimmy Carter, the loss of thirty-four House seats (half of the party’s margin), and
loss of control of the Senate constituted a crisis of competition that created an
opportunity for change at the Democratic national party organizations. Unlike
party reform, Democratic Party renewal was preceded by widespread agreement
among Democrats that the DNC, DCCC, and DSCC should increase the party’s
electoral competitiveness by imitating the GOP’s party-building and campaign
service programs.

INSTITUTIONALIZED NATIONAL PARTIES

The institutionalization of the national party organizations refers to their becom-
ing fiscally solvent, organizationally stable, larger and more diversified in their
staffing, and adopting professional-bureaucratic decision-making procedures.
These changes were necessary for the national parties to develop their election-
related and party-building functions.

National party fundraising improved greatly from the 1970s through 2006.
During this period, the national parties set several fundraising records, using a
variety of approaches to raise money from a diverse group of contributors. The
Republican committees raised more federally regulated “hard” money, which could
be spent to expressly promote the elections of federal candidates, than their
Democratic rivals throughout this period. However, during the early 1980s the
Democrats began to narrow the gap in fundraising. They managed to shrink the
Republicans’ national party organization’s hard money fundraising advantage from
6.7 to 1 in the 1982 election cycle to 1.3 to 1 in the 2006 election cycle. Preliminary
figures for 2008 suggest that the DCCC and DSCC are destined to raise more
money than their Republican counterparts, even as the RNC and the Republican
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Party overall appear to be poised to retain their traditional advantages over the
DNC and the Democrats (Federal Election Commission 2008).!

The GOP’s long-held financial advantage was due to a number of factors. The
Republican committees began developing their direct mail solicitation programs
earlier and adopted a more business-like approach to fundraising. The demo-
graphics of their supporters also made it easier for the Republican committees to
raise money. The GOP’s supporters possess greater wealth and education, and are
more likely to be a business executive or owner. These individuals are accustomed
to spending money to improve their material interests (Francia et al. 2003a).

The competitiveness over control of the House and Senate following the Repub-
lican takeover of Congress in 1995 helped fuel both parties’ campaign fundraising
efforts. The close-fought presidential elections of 1992, 2000, and 2004 had similar
effects. The national party organizations raised huge sums of money in these
election cycles. For example, during the 2004 elections the national Democrats
raised a total of $576.2 million and the Republicans raised $657 million.

The national parties raise most of their contributions of under $200 using
targeted solicitations. These include direct mail, email, and telemarketing techni-
ques that reach out to individuals who contribute because they care deeply about
salient issues or broad causes. Internet websites proved to be a very potent vehicle
for fundraising during the 2004 presidential election (Pew Internet and Political
Life Project 2005; Hindman 2008, 35—7). Fundraising dinners, receptions, and
personal solicitations are important vehicles for collecting contributions of all
sizes, and are essential to raising large donations. Events are particularly effective
for raising contributions of all sizes from individuals who enjoy the social aspects
of politics (C. Brown, Powell, and Wilcox 1995; Francia et al. 2003a).

Prior to the enactment of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA)
political parties were able to collect and spend sums of money from sources and in
amounts that were prohibited by the FECA’s regulations. This so-called “soft
money” was collected primarily using personal solicitations that routinely involved
the participation of presidents, congressional leaders, and national party chairmen.
Traditionally used to purchase or rent the buildings that house party operations,
buy equipment, strengthen state and local party organizations, help finance na-
tional conventions and voter registration and get-out-the-vote drives, and broad-
cast generic television and radio advertisements designed to benefit the entire party
ticket, the parties began to spend substantial sums of soft money to broadcast
so-called “issue advocacy” advertisements on television and radio during the 1996
elections, after the Supreme Court ruled that such ads were permissible (Potter
1997). These ads resemble candidate ads in that they focus on individual candi-
dates, but they are distinct in their financing in that they cannot expressly advocate

1 Figures for the 2008 election are for funds collected through Oct. 15, twenty days prior to the
general election.
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the election or defeat of a federal candidate, and in that they tend to be more
negative or comparative than are candidate ads (Herrnson and Dwyre 1999; Gold-
stein 2004).

Issue advocacy ads increased the pressures on the national parties to raise more
soft money. As a result, the parties’ soft money receipts escalated dramatically.
During the 2000 election cycle, the Democratic national party committees raised
$245.2 million in soft money, and the Republicans collected $249.9 million. These
figures accounted for 53 and 41 percent of the national Democrats’ and the national
Republicans’ respective receipts in 2000. Following the BCRA’s ban on soft money,
the political parties reinvigorated their efforts to raise federally regulated “hard”
money. They enjoyed considerable success, setting records in the 2004 elections.

Success in fundraising has enabled the national parties to invest in the develop-
ment of their organizational infrastructures. Prior to their institutionalization, the
national party organizations had no permanent headquarters. Their transience
created security problems, made it difficult for the parties to conduct routine
business, and did little to bolster their standing in Washington (Cotter and
Hennessy 1964). All six national party organizations are now housed in party-
owned headquarters buildings located only a few blocks from the Capitol. The
headquarters buildings provide convenient locations to carry out research, host
fundraising events, and hold meetings with candidates, PACs, journalists, and
campaign consultants. They also provide a secure environment for the committees’
computers, records, radio and television studios, and staffs (see, for example,
Herrnson 1988).

Each national party organization has a two-tier structure consisting of members
and professional staff. The members of the Republican and Democratic national
committees are selected by state parties and the members of the Hill committees
are selected by their colleagues in Congress. The national parties’ staffs have grown
tremendously in recent years. Republican committee staff development accelerated
following the party’s Watergate scandal, while the Democratic Party experienced
most of its staff growth after the 1980 election. National committee staffs typically
number in the hundreds, including aides who are paid in part by the national
committees and in part by state party organizations. During the 2006 election
season, the DCCC, DSCC, NRCC, and NRSC employed 106, fifty-six, seventy-four,
and fifty-seven full-time staff, respectively. Committee staffs are divided along
functional lines; different divisions are responsible for administration, fundraising,
research, communications, and campaign activities. The staffs have a great deal of
autonomy in running the committees’ day-to-day operations and are extremely
influential in formulating their campaign strategies (Herrnson 2008).

Not surprisingly, the institutionalization of the national parties has had an
impact on their relationships with interest groups, political consultants, and state
and local party organizations. Political observers first believed that the rise of the
political consultants and the proliferation of PACs would hasten the decline of
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parties (Sabato 1981; Crotty 1984; Adamany 1984), but it is now recognized that
many political consultants and PACs cooperate with the political parties to advance
their common goals (Herrnson 1988; Sabato 1988; Kolodny and Dulio 2003).
Fundraising constitutes one area of party—PAC cooperation; the dissemination of
information and the backing of particular candidates constitute others (Herrnson
2008). National party organizations handicap races for PACs, arrange “meet and
greet” sessions for PACs and candidates, and provide PAC managers with informa-
tion they can use when making contribution decisions.

Relations between the national party organizations and political consultants also
have become more cooperative. The national parties facilitate contacts and agreements
between their candidates and political consultants. They also hire outside consultants
for polling, advertising, and voter file management, and to provide candidates with
campaign services. These arrangements enable the parties to draw upon the expertise
of the industry’s premier consulting firms and provide the consultants with steady
employment, which is especially important between election cycles.

The institutionalization of the national party organizations has provided them
with the resources to develop a variety of state and local party-building programs.
The vast majority of these were introduced following major electoral defeats.
Following their landslide losses in 1976, the RNC began to assist state and local
party leaders with modernizing their organizations’ fundraising, conducting re-
search, and developing realistic election objectives and strategies (Bibby 1980;
Conway 1983). Other programs sponsored by the RNC, NRCC, and NRSC involved
candidate recruitment and training and the delivery of campaign services ranging
from fundraising to issue and opposition research, voter targeting data, and
grassroots organizing (Herrnson 1988). The DNC, DSCC, and DCCC began to
emulate the GOP’s state and local party-building efforts following their massive
losses in 1984. DNC Chairman Howard Dean’s “50-State Strategy” represents an
attempt to rebuild the Democratic Party from the ground up and increase its
ability to contest elections in competitive regions and Republican strongholds.

National committee party-building programs have helped to strengthen, mod-
ernize, and professionalize many state and local party organizations. They also have
altered the balance of power within the parties’ organizational apparatuses. The
national parties’ ability to distribute or withhold money, party-building assistance,
and other help gives them influence over the operations of state and local party
committees. They, along with the national committee rule-making and enforce-
ment functions, have complemented the traditional flow of power upward from
state and local party organizations to the national committees with a flow of power
downward from the national parties to state and local parties. The institutionaliza-
tion of the national party organizations has led to a greater federalization of the
American party system (Wekkin 1985).

Further evidence of the cooperative relationships among the national party orga-
nizations, political consultants, interest groups, state and local party committees, as



254 PAUL S. HERRNSON

well as candidates’ campaign organizations, concerns the careers of political profes-
sionals. Employment at one of the national parties can serve as a high point or
stepping stone in the career of a political professional. By strengthening the relation-
ships among those who work in a party’s network, the “revolving door” of national
party employment has enhanced the party’s role in its network.

NATIONAL PARTY CAMPAIGNING

The institutionalization of the national parties has provided them with the where-
withal to play a larger role in elections, and national party campaign activity has
increased tremendously since the 1970s. Still, the electoral activities of the national
parties, and party organizations in general, remain constricted by electoral law,
established custom, and the resources in the parties’ possession.

Candidate Recruitment

Candidate recruitment is one of the areas where party influence is limited. Most
candidates for elective office in the United States are self-recruited and conduct
their own nominating campaigns. The DNC and the RNC have a hand in establish-
ing the basic guidelines under which presidential nominations are contested, but
neither expresses a preference for candidates for its party’s presidential nomina-
tion. National party organizations, however, may get involved in nominating
contests for House, Senate, and state-level offices. They actively recruit some
candidates to enter primary contests and just as actively discourage others. Most
candidate recruitment efforts are concentrated in competitive districts, where a
party seeks to nominate the best-qualified candidate for the district. However,
party officials also encourage candidates to run in less competitive districts to
strengthen its party organizations and candidate pool. During the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s, the Republicans used this approach to improve their ability to compete in
the South. During the early twenty-first century, House Democrats used it in key
congressional districts under the guise of its “Red-to-Blue Program.”

When participating in candidate recruitment, national party staff in Washing-
ton, DC, and regional coordinators in the field meet with state and local party
leaders to identify potential candidates. Armed with polls, the promise of party
campaign money and services, and the persuasive talents of members of Congress,
and even presidents, party leaders and staff seek to influence the decisions of
potential candidates. Both parties have had success in encouraging what are
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typically referred to as quality candidates—those with prior political experience,
high name recognition, reputations as problems solvers among local voters, and
the ability to raise funds (D. Canon 1990; W. Stone and Maisel 2003; Herrnson
2008).

National party candidate recruitment and primary activities are not intended to
do away with the dominant pattern of self-selected candidates assembling their
own campaign organizations to compete for their party’s nomination. Nor are
these activities designed to restore the turn-of-the-century pattern of local party
leaders selecting the parties’ nominees. Rather, most national party activity is
geared toward encouraging or discouraging the candidacies of a small group of
politicians who are considering running in competitive districts. Less focused
recruitment efforts attempt to arouse the interests of a broader group of party
activists (e.g., Herrnson 1988, 2008).

National Conventions

The national conventions are technically a part of the nomination process. After
the 1968 reforms were instituted, however, the conventions lost control of their
nominating function and became more of a public relations event than a decision-
making one. Conventions still have platform writing and rule-making responsi-
bilities, but these are overshadowed by speeches and other events designed to
attract the support of voters.

Contemporary national conventions are notable for their choreography (see
Shafer, Chapter 14 in this volume). Featuring impressive backdrops, staging, and
video presentations tailor-made for television, they are intended to convey mes-
sages of unity, energy, and the inevitability of victory in the general election.
Disputes among convention delegates over party rules or platforms are relegated
to meeting rooms where they attract relatively little media attention. Protesters are
directed to special “protest sites” away from the convention halls so as to minimize
their press coverage.

The substitution of public relations for decision making at national conventions
has not come without costs. Many television networks have responded to what they
perceive to be a lack of newsworthiness by providing only limited television
coverage. In contrast to the gavel-to-gavel coverage that many twentieth-century
conventions safely assumed they would get and actually received, the organizers of
the 2008 Democratic national convention had to be careful to schedule their
convention around the Olympics and the organizers of the 2008 Republican
convention were concerned that their nominee’s acceptance speech would have
to compete with a Thursday night football game between the Super Bowl Champi-
on New York Giants and the Washington Redskins.
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Other convention activities include policy seminars, fundraising, and planning
for the general election campaign and future party events. Meetings are arranged
for major donors and prospective donors to meet with party leaders and other
luminaries to socialize, discuss policy, and find ways to put their resources to best
use in the upcoming general election. Non-presidential candidates are given access
to television and radio taping and satellite up-link facilities. “Meet and greet”
sessions are used to introduce competitive challengers and open-seat candidates to
PACs, individual big contributors, party leaders, and the media. The atrophy of the
national conventions’ nominating function has been partially offset by an increase
in its general election-related activities.

The General Election

Candidate recruitment and nominations reinforce the candidate-centered nature
of US elections. Rules requiring candidates for the nomination to compete in
primaries and caucuses guarantee that successful candidates enter the general
election with their own sources of technical expertise, in-depth research, and
connections with other political elites. These reforms combine with the federal
campaign finance law to limit national party activity and influence in elections. For
example, presidential general election candidates who accept public funding are
restricted from accepting contributions from any other sources, including the
political parties. With the exception of the Democrats’ 2008 presidential nominee
Barack Obama, every major party presidential candidate has accepted public
general election funding since 1976, when it first became available.

Nevertheless, the national parties do assume important roles in contemporary
presidential elections. They furnish presidential campaigns with staff, legal and
strategic advice, and public relations assistance. National committee opposition
research and archives serve as important sources of political information. National
committee coordinated expenditures can boost the total resources partially under
the candidates’ control by over 20 percent. The funds national parties transfer to
state parties for voter mobilization drives and party-building activities improve the
prospects of presidential candidates. The same is true of the unlimited independent
expenditures the national parties are allowed to make to explicitly advocate the
election of their candidate or an opponent’s defeat as long as the expenditures are
made with the candidates’ advance knowledge or consent. Hybrid campaign ads,
first introduced by the GOP in 2004, are a tactic that enables the party and a
candidate to jointly pay for an advertisement that features both the candidate and a
generic party message (Corrado 2006).

Combined, these forms of party spending can be impressive. In 2004, the DNC
made $16.1 million in coordinated expenditures on behalf of Democratic presiden-
tial nominee John Kerry, $120.4 million in independent expenditures in support of
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his candidacy, and $24 million in jointly funded hybrid ads. The DNC also
transferred $26.5 million to state and local parties. The RNC made $16.1, $18.3,
$45.8, and $45.8 million in expenditures on these same activities. The disparities in
independent expenditures are due to the Republicans introducing jointly funded
hybrid ads and the Democrats only taking advantage of this new spending oppor-
tunity later.

National party organizations also play a big role in congressional elections. They
contribute money and campaign services directly to congressional candidates and
provide transactional assistance that helps candidates obtain other resources from
other politicians, political consultants, and PACs. They also communicate adver-
tisements directly to voters to win voter support for their candidates. Most national
party assistance is distributed by the congressional and senatorial campaign com-
mittees to candidates competing in close elections, especially to non-incumbents.
This reflects the committees’ goal of maximizing the number of congressional seats
under their control (Jacobson 1985—6; Herrnson 1989, 2008).

As is the case with presidential elections, federal law constrains party activity in
congressional races. National party organizations are allowed to contribute a total
of $15,000 to House candidates. The parties’ national and senatorial campaign
committees are allowed to give a combined total of $35,000 to Senate candidates.
State party organizations can give $5,000 each to House and Senate candidates.
National party organizations and state party committees also are allowed to make
coordinated expenditures on behalf of their candidates, giving both the party and
the candidate a measure of control over how the money is spent. Originally set at
$10,000 per committee, the limits for national party coordinated expenditures on
behalf of House candidates were adjusted for inflation and reached $39,600 in the
2006 election cycle.2 The limits for national party coordinated expenditures in
Senate elections vary by the size of a state’s population and are also indexed to
inflation. They ranged from $79,200 per committee in the smallest states to almost
$2.1 million per committee in California during the 2006 elections.?

Democratic Party organizations spent $9.4 million in contributions and coordi-
nated expenditures, more in contested House elections, and $10.5 million in
contested Senate elections in 2006. The Republicans spent considerably less on
House races and slightly less on Senate contests. The Democrats’ spending advan-
tage in House races represents a reversal over previous elections; slight party
spending advantages have swung back and forth the last few elections. Most
party money is distributed as coordinated expenditures owing to the higher limits
imposed by the law. Most of these funds originate at one of the congressional or

2 Coordinated expenditure limits for states with only one House member were set at $79,200
per committee in 2006.

3 State party organizations are allowed to spend the same amounts in coordinated expenditures in
House and Senate elections as are national party organizations.
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senatorial campaign committees and are distributed in accordance with the spend-
ing strategies they formulate. When a state party committee is short on money, the
congressional and senatorial campaign committees may make agency agreements
allowing them to assume some of the state party committees’ coordinated expen-
ditures. These transactions enable the parties to concentrate their resources in close
House and Senate races.

“Party-connected” contributions comprise another set of financial transactions
involving parties (Herrnson 2008). These are made by current or former members
of Congress and the leadership PACs they sponsor rather than formal party
committees. Leadership PAC contributions, like other PAC contributions, are
limited to $5,000 in each stage of the campaign (primary, general election, and
runoff). Contributions from one member of Congress’s (or retiree’s) campaign
account to another candidate’s campaign account are limited to $2,000. During the
2006 elections, Democrats contributed $14.1 million in party-connected contribu-
tions to House candidates and almost $6 million to Senate candidates; Republicans
spent $25.6 and $8.3 million in these elections. Total party-connected spending in
House contests reached almost $39.7 million, almost 160 percent more than the
party committees distributed in contributions and coordinated expenditures.
Senate candidates raised almost $13.9 million in party-connected contributions,
about 31 percent less than they raised in party contributions and coordinated
expenditures. The comparatively generous ceilings for party-coordinated expendi-
tures in Senate races and the small number of senators and senator-sponsored
leadership PACs largely account for the differences between House and Senate
elections.

The national parties usually target competitive campaigns for their largest
contributions and coordinated expenditures, and the 2006 elections were no
exception. Both parties distributed roughly one-fourth of their funds to House
candidates contesting competitive open seats.* The Democrats committed 55 per-
cent of their funds to competitive challengers and the Republicans distributed an
identical amount to the incumbents the challengers sought to unseat. Democratic
incumbents in jeopardy of losing their seats received 9 percent of their party’s
funds, as opposed to the 12 percent of GOP funds allocated to the Republican
challengers running against them. The distributions of funds were informed by
party strategists’ interpretations of the political environment. Given President
Bush’s low approval ratings, the unpopularity of the war in Iraq, and concerns
about corruption in the federal government, Democrats correctly sensed an op-
portunity to pick up Republican-held seats and Republicans accurately predicted
that their incumbents would be in danger. Both parties committed only 8 percent

4 Elections decided by 20 percent of the vote are categorized as competitive, given that they may
have been close at some point in the election cycle; all others are categorized as uncompetitive. For
more information on these categories, see Herrnson (2008).
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of their funds to lopsided House races, largely the result of the challenges associated
with handicapping elections (Herrnson 2008).

The distributions of party funds in the 2006 Senate elections bear similarities to
the House contests. Both parties invested significant resources in open-seat con-
tests, the Democrats allocated more than half of their funds to competitive
challengers, and the Republicans allocated more than half of their funds to
incumbents in jeopardy. One difference is that the Democratic targeting was
weaker in Senate elections, as the party distributed 16 percent of its money to
candidates in one-sided Senate contests (Herrnson 2008).

The distribution of party-connected funds to House and Senate candidates
shadowed the distribution of party money. The major differences in spending
patterns are that party-connected committees distributed more of their funds to
incumbents and open-seat candidates, including some in uncompetitive races, and
less to challengers. The differences in the parties’ and the party-connected com-
mittees’ spending patterns are informed by differences in their goals. The parties’
seat maximization goals inform their targeting close contests, regardless of candi-
dates’ officeholding status. The sponsors of party-connected committees are inter-
ested in seat maximization, but they also want to collect post-election payoffs, such
as support in their bids for leadership posts, committee assignments, and preferred
policies (Wilcox 1989a; Heberlig 2003; Currinder 2003; P. Brewer and Deering 2005;
Heberlig, Hetherington, and Larson 2006). The latter objective encourages them to
support candidates who are likely to serve in the next Congress, mainly current
incumbents (who collectively enjoy a better than 9o percent election rate) and
candidates for open-seat contests (who as a group have a 50 percent chance of
winning).

Party and party-connected funds accounted for roughly 4 percent of the re-
sources collected by House candidates in competitive elections and 7 percent of the
funds collected by competitive Senate contestants (Herrnson 2008). Even though
individuals and PAGC:s still furnish candidates with most of their campaign funds,
political parties are the largest single source of campaign money for most candi-
dates. Party money comes from one, or at most a few, organizations that are
primarily concerned with one goal: the election of their candidates. Individual
and PAC contributions, on the other hand, come from a multitude of sources that
are motivated by a variety of concerns. The inclusion of party-connected money,
which is given by a relatively small number of organizations, boosts the level of
party support to 12 percent for House candidates and 10 percent for Senate
candidates. Of course, party and party-connected money comprise a much larger
portion of some candidates’ resources than others. The 2006 election for Wyom-
ing’s at-large House seat provides an example in which both major party candi-
dates received significant amounts of party support. The winner, Republican
incumbent Barbara Cubin, collected $174,000 in party contributions and coordi-
nated expenditures and $221,000 in party-connected contributions from other
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House Republicans and their leadership PACs. Combined these funds accounted
for 28 percent of her total resources. Her opponent, Democratic challenger Gary
Trauner, received $165,000 in Democratic Party contributions and coordinated
expenditures and $36,500 in party-connected contributions, accounting for 18
percent of his total resources.>

In addition to providing financial support, parties furnish competitive congres-
sional candidates with campaign services, ranging from candidate training to
fundraising to independent expenditures. The national parties hold training semi-
nars for candidates and campaign managers, broker relationships between candi-
dates and political consultants, help congressional campaigns file reports with the
Federal Election Commission, and perform other administrative and legal tasks.
National party staffs in Washington and field coordinators also help candidates
formulate strategy and tactics.

The parties’ congressional and senatorial campaign committees help candidates
raise money from individuals and PACs in Washington, DC, in their districts and
states, and around the nation. They provide candidates with direct assistance,
including raising money on their behalf at events, through the mail, and on the
Internet, and advising them and their consultants on how to solicit PACs and
individuals who make large contributions. The national parties also influence the
decision making of potential donors. The committees’ PAC directors help design
the PAC kits many candidates use to introduce themselves to the PAC community,
disseminate campaign progress reports, and spend countless hours on the tele-
phone with PAC managers. Other party aides seek to mobilize contributions from
individual donors. The goals of this activity are to get money flowing to the party’s
most competitive candidates and away from their candidates’ opponents. National
party communications, contributions, and coordinated expenditures serve as de-
cision-making cues that help donors decide which candidates to back. The same is
true of the contributions that congressional leaders make from their campaign
accounts and leadership PACs and the fundraising efforts these leaders make on
behalf of candidates. National party transactional assistance is especially important
to non-incumbents running for the House because they typically do not possess
fundraising lists from previous campaigns, are less skilled at fundraising than
incumbents, have none of the political clout that comes with incumbency, and
they begin the election cycle virtually unknown to members of the donor commu-
nity (Herrnson 1988, 2008).

5 Successful Democratic challenger Heath Shuler, who defeated Republican incumbent Charles
Taylor in North Carolina’s 11th district, raised the most from his party and members of Congress ($1.6
million in party contributions and coordinated expenditures and $217,200 in party-connected
contributions). Taylor’s triggering the BCRA’s millionaire’s provision (now unconstitutional) made it
possible for the Democratic Party to make virtually unlimited amounts in coordinated expenditure
(Herrnson 2008).
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The national party organizations help congressional candidates gauge public
opinion by distributing reports on voter attitudes on the issues. Many candidates in
competitive contests receive voter files to help them locate and mobilize supporters
and potential supporters. The congressional and senatorial campaign committees
also commission surveys for a small group of competitive candidates to help them
ascertain their name recognition, electoral support, and the impact of their cam-
paign communications on voters (Herrnson 2008).

National party assistance in campaign communications takes many forms. All
six national party organizations disseminate issue information on traditional party
positions and the policy stances of incumbent presidents or presidential candi-
dates. The congressional and senatorial campaign committees give competitive
candidates issue packets consisting of hundreds of pages detailing issues that are
likely to attract media coverage and win the support of specific voting blocs. The
packets also include suggestions for exploiting an opponent’s weaknesses.

Some House and Senate candidates receive party assistance with developing
their media strategies, including having their ads pretested. The national parties
occasionally make coordinated expenditures to air the finished products. Prior to
the BCRA’s prohibitions against party soft money, national party organizations
spent tens of millions of dollars on issue advocacy ads. During the 2002 elections,
the last in which raising and spending party soft money was permissible, the NRCC
spent $21 million on issue advocacy to the DCCC’s $6 million. The NRSC and
DSCC spent $7.3 million and $8 million, respectively.

Following the ban on party soft money, the national parties greatly stepped up
their independent expenditures. Most of these ads are either negative or comparative
in tone for the simple reason that negative advertising works (Freedman and Gold-
stein 1999; Goldstein and Freedman 2002). During the 2006 elections, the Democrats
spent $8.1 million expressly calling for their House candidates’ election and $51.5
million advocating a Republican’s defeat. The Republicans spent $5.2 million and
$72.3 million for reciprocal purposes. Having few elections in which to become
involved, the parties made fewer independent expenditures in contests for the
Senate. The Democrats spent $7.3 million advocating the election of their candidates
and $34.6 million calling for the defeat of these candidates’ opponents. Republicans
made $11.5 million in positive independent expenditures and $21.9 in negative ones.
As was the case with party contributions and coordinated expenditures, virtually all
spending took place in competitive House and Senate contests (Herrnson 2008).

Given the substantial efforts the national parties put forth in congressional
elections, it seems reasonable to ask whether they make a difference. When
asked, candidates competing in close elections, who receive the lion’s share of
national party assistance, answered yes. Not surprisingly, party assistance has a
greater impact on the campaigns waged by challengers and open-seat candidates,
who generally have less campaign experience and fewer advantages in fundraising,
than on the campaigns of incumbents (Herrnson 1988; 2008, 124—6).
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Although not as active in state and local elections as they are in presidential or
congressional contests, national parties provide support to some candidates for
lower-level offices. The DNC, the RNC, and affiliated organizations, such as the
Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee and GOPAC (a leadership PAC that
encourages Republicans to run for public office), work with state party leaders to
recruit candidates, formulate strategy, and distribute campaign money and ser-
vices. The national committees hold workshops to help state and local candidates
learn the ins and outs of modern campaigning. The committees also recommend
professional consultants, and disseminate strategic and technical information
through party magazines and briefing papers. It is important to note that national
party strategy for distributing campaign money and services to state and local
candidates is influenced by considerations related to House, Senate, and presiden-
tial races. In 1999, for example, Democratic Party organizations and members of
Congress contributed well in excess of $500,000 to Democratic state legislative
candidates in Virginia, and national Republicans contributed roughly $1.3 million
to their opponents. The GOP’s donations were instrumental in helping the
Republicans win control of the statehouse and come to dominate the congressional
redistricting process (Mercurio and Van Dongen 1999).

In addition to the candidate-focused campaign programs discussed above, the
national parties conduct generic, or party-focused, election activities designed to
benefit all candidates on the party ticket. Many of these are concerned with voter
registration, helping voters apply for absentee ballots, get-out-the-vote drives, and
other grassroots efforts. Many are financed by the national, congressional, and
senatorial campaign committees and conducted in cooperation with the parties’
federal, state, and local party committees and candidates. National party organiza-
tions often provide the money and targeting information needed to perform these
activities effectively, while state and local organizations provide the footsoldiers
that help carry them out.

CONCLUSION

American political parties are principally electoral institutions, and they develop in
response to changes in their environment and the changing needs of their candi-
dates. Major national party organizational change usually occurs in response to
electoral instability and political unrest. Gradual changes are made in response to
technological advances and changes in the regulatory environment in which the
parties operate. The institutionalization of the national parties has made them
stronger, more stable, and more influential in their relations with state and local
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party committees, political consultants, and interest groups. More important, this
development has enabled the national parties to play important roles in contem-
porary elections. They supplement the campaign communications and voter
mobilization efforts of presidential candidates. They contribute to congressional
candidates, make coordinated expenditures and other campaign communications
on their behalf, and provide services in areas of campaigning requiring technical
expertise, in-depth research, or connections with political consultants, PACs, or
others possessing some of the resources needed to conduct a viable campaign. The
national party committees play smaller and less visible roles in state and local
elections. Although most national party activity is concentrated in competitive
elections, party-sponsored television and radio ads and voter mobilization efforts
help candi