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Introduction

In spite of the feelings of the Founding Fathers, political parties have existed since almost the beginning of the Republic. Political scientists tend to categorize political groups into two main types of groupings, factions and parties.

Factions

In theory, a faction consists of a group of people united in a common cause that will work solely to advance their agenda. Factions are unwilling to compromise their position and will labor to gain supremacy for their agenda. In modern politics in the United States Planned Parenthood, the National Rifle Association, pro-life groups and global warming adherents are all examples of factions, or special interest groups, as they have become known.

Political Parties

Again, in theory, a political party is the union of several factions. These factions come together to form a common set of objectives under the auspices of a "party platform." In history, the faction predates the political party by several centuries. Three main components comprise the modern political party, the voters who consider themselves as adherents to their particular party, the elected officials, including the candidates running for office and the party hierarchy, those who work for the party at some level.

Back to Table of Contents

The Origins of Political Parties in Britain

Even though political parties in the United States do not descend from the British political parties, their exposure to them colored the opinions of the Founding Fathers. 
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Whigs - England
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The name "Whigs," derives from the word "whiggamor", which means "cattle driver." The name referred to Scottish farmers that traveled to Leith, Scotland to buy corn for their cattle. The term evolved over time as a derisive term from 1678 - 1681 when factions within England wanted to exclude King Charles II's brother, James from the throne on the grounds that he was a Catholic. The Whig party organized in 1678. Its principals included opposition to absolute monarchy. Proponents of constitutional monarchism, the Whigs played a key role in the removal of James II as Catholic King of England and replacing him with the Protestants William of Orange. The event has been called the Glorious Revolution because it was quick and bloodless. By 1715 the Whig party gained complete control of the English government, a position it maintained until King George III ascended to the throne. He allowed the Tory opposition back into the government. The Whigs began another era of supremacy in 1806 until 1834. During the party's two periods of ascendency, they passed measures that increased the electorate, abolished slavery in the British Empire and crafted the Act of Union between Scotland and England. The Whig Party dissolved in 1868.
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The Tories
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The First Tory Party History - England

The Tory party first arose in 1678 in opposition to the Whigs. The Tories supported James, the Duke of York's bid to succeed to the English throne. The name Tory, like the term Whig, was originally a derisive name applied to the group The term derives from the Middle Irish word tóraidhe, or outlaw. This party mostly disappeared by 1760.

The Second Tory Party

A second party that had the term Tory applied to it sprang into being when William Pitt ascended as Prime Minister in 1783. The group disavowed the name Tory, however the opposition regularly applied the name to them. This party became associated mainly with the lessor gentry and the Church of England. By 1834, this second version of the Tories had largely disappeared.
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Conservative Party - Britain
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The British Conservative Party arose sometime around 1834, forming from factions of former Tories. The party is generally center-right and has dominated British politics for much of its existence.
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Liberal Party - Britain
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The Liberal Party coalesced in the late 19th Century from Whigs and other small political factions. The party won a landslide victory in 1906, taking a dominant number of Parliamentary seats. The party formed the main opposition to the Conservative Party until it disintegrated in 1924.
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Labour Party - Britain
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The Labour Party rose in Great Britain in 1900 from an alliance of social democrats, democratic socialists and trade unionists factions. The party replaced the Liberal Party as the main opposition to the Conservative Party in 1924. The party, along with the Conservative, forms the basis of the two main political parties in England.
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Founding Fathers on Political Parties
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Careful readers of the Constitution will note the absence of political parties in the documents. By and large, the Founding Fathers did not desire the formation of political parties, which they viewed as factions that might tear the new nation apart. Their experience with the various political factions in England had led them to this conclusion. The English Civil Wars of the previous centuries they believed were caused by people grouping themselves into opposing factions and resorting to violence to advance their cause. Their study of history convinced them that in the English system, the one which they were most familiar with, the parties did not work for the good of the people. Instead, they tended to advance their own agenda, in spite of what the people needed. They wished to avoid that, believing that political parties were a thing of the past. Thus, when they drafted the Constitution, they avoided the topic of political parties in the hope what they considered a monarchial system of parties would not evolve. Many believed that the types of political differences that would develop in a popularly elected government made political parties unnecessary.
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George Washington on Political Parties
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The first President of the United States, George Washington, disdained the development of political parties, though he accepted the fact that they would probably arise. He feared that excessive partisanship would prove to disunite the nation and open the country for foreign nations to interfere in national politics. He devoted a good deal of his Presidential Farewell Address to warning against the formation of political parties.

He felt that "the spirit of party :serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against another, foments occasionally riot and insurrection."

He also wrote that party loyalty:

“serves always to distract the Public Councils and enfeeble the Public Administration. It agitates the Community with ill founded Jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against another, foments occasionally riot & insurrection.”

Despite these beliefs, he knew that people would always disagree and the tendency to form political parties would probably occur. His desire was to suppress the passions of party loyalty as much as possible, an idea he expressed by writing:

“A fire not to be quenched, it demands a uniform vigilance to prevent its bursting into a flame, lest instead of warming it should consume.”

George Washington (February 22, 1732 - December 14, 1799)

Augustine Washington and his second wife, Mary Ball Washington celebrated the birth of their first son, George at their Pope's Creek Estate on February 11, 1732. The switchover from the Julian Calendar to the Gregorian calendar by the British Empire moved his birthday to February 22, 1732. Augustine was a moderately successful tobacco farmer, considered "middling gentry." He had three children from his first marriage to Jane Butler Washington, who died in 1729. Augustine married Mary Ball in 1731. Six of Washington’s half siblings survived to adulthood. These included his half brothers Lawrence and Augustine. Four of his full siblings survived childhood, Samuel, Elizabeth (Betty), John Augustine and Charles.

Death of Augustine

George's father died suddenly in 1743, when George was eleven years old. His older half-brother Lawrence became a surrogate father to him. At his father's death, George inherited Ferry Farm, where he spent most of his childhood. Historians know little of Washington's early years. His father's death made it impossible for him to attend England's Appleby School, where his older siblings had gone. Instead he was home-schooled, tutored and attended a nearby school run by an Anglican minister. He considered joining the Royal Navy, but his mother objected. George dropped the idea.

Surveyor

George trained as a surveyor and at age sixteen he traveled with a surveyor party into western Virginia. When he was seventeen Lord Fairfax helped him get appointed as the official surveyor of Culpeper County. For two years he surveyed the wild lands of western Virginia. The experience taught him much about living on the frontier. It toughened both his body and mind to weather conditions and exposed him to the frontier wisdom of the pioneers he came into contact with. The generous pay also enabled him to purchase prime land in Virginia, extending his holdings.

First Military Experience

His work gained the attention of British Lord Fairfax, who had him appointed as the official surveyor of Culpepper County. This position brought him into contact with British Royal Governor Robert Dinwiddie. During these years the French and British were coming into conflict in the Ohio River Valley. Dinwiddie dispatched the young man, whom he had commissioned as a major, on a mission to carry a message to the French military commander at Fort Le Boeuf in northwest Pennsylvania. Washington completed the mission, which almost cost him his life, during a dangerous winter crossing of the Allegheny River. After completing the mission, Dinwiddie promoted Washington to lieutenant colonel and named him second in command of the Virginia Regiment. The regiment received orders to proceed to the Forks of the Ohio, which Washington had visited on his return from Fort Le Boeuf, and confront the French. Washington had recommended the site as an ideal place to build a fort to Dinwiddie upon his return. In the meantime, the French had occupied the site and commenced building a fort.

French and Indian War

Washington's arrival at the Forks of the Ohio set up a confrontation between the French force occupying the site and Washington. The confrontation, which became known as the Battle of Jumonville Glen on May 28, 1754 became the match that set off the French and Indian War. A few days later Washington suffered his first, and only, battlefield defeat. Washington later joined up with the disastrous campaign led by General Edward Braddock and was instrumental on saving the remainder of the British force as they retreated from the battle. Washington's presence riding back and forth in front of the troops rallied them. Washington's coat had several bullet holes in it after the retreat. Dinwiddie appointed Washington as a full colonel after the battle. Washington joined the campaign led by General John Forbes to capture Fort Duquesne and was one of the first of the attackers to enter the fort after the French burned and abandoned it.

After the War

At the conclusion if the campaign, Washington resigned his commission and married Martha Custis. The couple would have no children. Washington spent the next twenty years as a Virginia planter and served in the Virginia Assembly. Washington also dabbled in land speculation, have acquired large tracts of land in western Virginia and elsewhere during his years as a surveyor.

Revolution

At the outbreak of hostilities that became the American Revolution, the Continental Congress appointed George Washington as Commander in Chief of the Continental Army on June 14, 1775. Washington managed to hammer the raw army into a formidable force that not only resisted the mightiest army in the world, but defeated it at the Battle of Yorktown on October 19, 1781.

After the War

At the war's conclusion, Washington retired to Mount Vernon to resume his planting and real estate activities. This life ended after the Constitutional Convention completed their labors and the new Constitution was ratified on June 21, 1788. Washington had attended the Convention and had served as its President.

First President

Washington was reluctant to serve as the first President, greatly desiring to return to Mount Vernon. The new nation felt otherwise, though and elected him as the first President of the United States on February 4, 1789. During his two terms, Washington set many precedents for the office, many of which survive into the modern Presidency.

Return to Mount Vernon and Death

Washington declined to run for a third term in part because of his advancing age he was afraid that if he died in office a precedent would be set that a President would serve for life. He returned to Mount Vernon in March 1797. He spent his final days as a planter, dying on December 12, 1799 after inspecting his fields during a freezing rain. The actual cause of his death is still a subject of debate among historians. He is interred at Mount Vernon.
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James Madison on Political Parties
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Like Washington and many other of the Founding Fathers, Madison distrusted political parties during the time the men labored at crafting the document. Unlike Washington, Madison came to embrace political parties as a means of controlling differing political factions.

To understand Madison's view, we must first understand the two fundamental fears of the Founding Fathers. These were consolidation of power and fear of the majority. The Framers designed the Constitution to inhibit any faction from gaining supremacy and that majority rule would be difficult for any faction to achieve. Madison's view evolved to a point that he believed that the key to controlling factions was to create a large number of them, ensuring that none could achieve a majority. Madison defined a faction as:

“a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.”

Many readers will see the modern special interest groups as the embodiment of Madison's definition.

Madison came to believe that the best way to avoid the tyranny of the majority was to expand the political sphere of the United States as much as possible, fragmenting political factions and preventing any one faction from gaining a majority. This would force factions to compromise and encourage consensus government rather than the tyranny of majority rule. The construction of the Constitution thus discourages rapid change of policy. Instead, it encourages gradual change over a long period of time, allowing society to gauge the success of certain policies and allow for change along the way. Madison came to understand that political parties were necessary for the proper functioning of the Constitution.

Madison called the form of government that he had helped create an "Extended Republic."

Note that he did not call it a democracy.

A democracy is a governmental form in which the people participate directly.

A republic is a form of government in which people elect representatives to represent their views.

In explanation, Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers:

“The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, the delegation of the government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater number of citizens, and greater sphere of country, over which the latter may be extended. The effect of the first difference is, on the one hand, to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens...”

Madison believed that an extended republic diluted the power of factions. He believed that a democratic form of government would lead to tyranny.

James Madison (March 16, 1751 – June 28, 1836)

Known as the "Father of the Constitution," Madison played an influential role in the formation of the early government of the United States. He, in concert with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, authored the Federalist Papers, a series of essays that explained the function behind the new Constitution before the states ratified it.

James Madison (March 16, 1751 – June 28, 1836)

Known as the "Father of the Constitution," Madison played an influential role in the formation of the early government of the United States. He, in concert with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, authored the Federalist Papers, a series of essays that explained the function behind the new Constitution before the states ratified it.

Early Life

The oldest of twelve children born to James Madison, Sr. and Frances Taylor, James was a native of Orange County, Virginia. A small child with delicate health, his father eschewed sending him to public schools. Instead, he sent him to private tutoring with Donald Robertson, an instructor at the Innes Plantation in the Virginia Tidewater area. His education included mathematics, geography, modern and ancient languages. From Robertson, Madison gained a lifelong love of learning.

Higher Education

At sixteen, James returned to his father's plantation, Montpelier, to further his studies under Reverend Thomas Martin. He studied with Martin for two years, and then enrolled in the College of New Jersey. After completing studies in Latin, Greek, science, geography, mathematics, rhetoric, and philosophy he did not end his studies. Madison graduated in 1771. He stayed in New Jersey for a time, furthering his studies under the tutelage of school's president, Reverend John Witherspoon. From Witherspoon he learned Hebrew, law and political philosophy. Many historians attribute the ill health that plagued him the rest of his to the long hours he spent studying.

Return to Montpelier

In 1773, Madison had completed his studies and returned home to Montpelier. At five feet, four inches tall, Madison was diminutive in stature. When he returned the rigors that would constitute the American Revolution were beginning. Madison's would use his intellect to form the nation that would come out of that Revolution. He was ready to begin the political career that would begin with his appointment to the Orange County Committee of Safety in December 1774.

Political Career

Madison gained election to the Fifth Virginia Convention in 1776, where he played a role in the drafting of the first Virginia Constitution. After this document took effect he was elected to the new Virginia House of Delegates, where he came into contact with Thomas Jefferson. From 1777 until 1779 he served on the Second Continental Congress. After the Articles of Confederation were ratified he served in the Congress until 1783, after which voters returned him to the Virginia assembly. When it was apparent that the Articles of Confederation had failed, Madison was a strong advocate for another convention to convene at Philadelphia to amend the Articles to make them more effective. The Assembly sent Madison to this new convention in May 1787. Madison, and many other members of the Virginia delegation, believed that the Articles were fatally flawed and that it was necessary to replace it with something new.

The Father of the Constitution

Before the Convention convened, Madison and several delegates from the Virginia delegation worked hard at coming up with a general plan for a new Constitution to replace the old, ineffective Articles of Confederation. The resulting document created a general outline for a new government that strongly resembles the final document the Convention released to the states for ratification later in the year. Madison fought hard for the new constitution, rising to speak over 200 times. The other delegates respected his opinions and followed his leadership. The delegates finished their work in September 1787 and sent the document out to the states for ratification. The creating part of his task complete, Madison set about the project of selling it to the States that must ratify it.

The Federalist Papers

Madison, in concert with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, authored the Federalist Papers, a series of 85 essays that explained the function behind the new Constitution before the states ratified it. Madison wrote 29 of the essays, explaining the functions of the Constitution and forming the national debate that surrounded it. The men continued writing the essays until well after the necessary 9 states had ratified on June 21, 1788. Madison was elected to the Congress in 1780, where he would play an influential role in drafting the Bill of Rights amendments to the Constitution. During his tenure he would become one of the founders of the Democratic-Republican Party.

Secretary of State

President Thomas Jefferson chose Madison to serve as his Secretary of State in 1801. He served in this capacity until 1809, after which he gained election to the Presidency.

President

Madison served as President of the United States from 1809 until 1817. During his Presidency the War of 1812 broke out between the United States and Britain. This war lasted until February 16, 1815, when the Senate ratified the Treaty of Ghent, which ended the war.

Retirement and Final Political Office

At the conclusion of his presidency, Madison retired to his home at Montpelier. He would serve one more stint in the Virginia assembly, from in 1829. Madison passed away from heart failure on June 28, 1836 and is interred in the family cemetery at Montpelier.
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Thomas Jefferson was serving as a diplomat in France when the Constitutional Convention took place, thus he played little role in the actual drafting of the document. Jefferson did correspond with the Convention members and kept abreast of the proceedings. He noted the absence of political parties in the evolving document and thought it was a mistake not to make provision for them. He summed up his feelings on the matter in 1824 in a letter to Henry Lee.

"Men by their constitutions are naturally divided into two parties: 1. Those who fear and distrust the people, and wish to draw all powers from them into the hands of the higher classes. 2. Those who identify themselves with the people, have confidence in them, cherish and consider them as the most honest and safe, although not the most wise depositary of the public interests. In every country these two parties exist, and in every one where they are free to think, speak, and write, they will declare themselves. Call them, therefore, Liberals and Serviles, Jacobins and Ultras, Whigs and Tories, Republicans and Federalists, Aristocrats and Democrats, or by whatever name you please, they are the same parties still and pursue the same object. The last one of Aristocrats and Democrats is the true one expressing the essence of all."

George Washington would appoint Jefferson as Secretary of State during his second term, even though he and Jefferson had differing political views. Jefferson formed a political alliance with James Madison in 1791 to form a political party called the Democratic-Republican Party, the fore runner of the modern Democratic Party.

Thomas Jefferson (April 13, 1743 – July 4, 1826)

The third of the ten children born to Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph, Thomas was a native of Shadwell, Virginia. Thomas’ education began with private tutors at a young age. In 1752, at age nine, he studied Latin, Greek, and French at a school run by a Presbyterian minister. He also began his nature studies while there.

Education

Peter Jefferson died in 1757when Thomas was fourteen years old. Peter divided his estate between Thomas and his brother Randolph. Thomas' share of the estate was about 5000 acres. Peter admonished his son to continue his education, which Thomas did. He studied history, science, and the classics at the home of Reverend James Maury near Gordonsville, Virginia. When Thomas turned sixteen, he entered the College of William & Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia. He developed his lifelong love of books during his studies, collecting over 7000 books during his lifetime. At William and Mary, he studied mathematics, metaphysics, and philosophy. He also developed his talent at playing the violin. Skilled at it, Jefferson played it during weekly parties at the home of Virginia Lieutenant Governor Francis Fauquier. From Fauquier Jefferson acquired knowledge regarding the social, political, and parliamentary life of Europe. In 1762, he graduated. He came of age in 1764, at twenty-one, and took over full administration of his plantation. He read law with Professor George Wythe and gained admittance to the Virginia bar in 1767.
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