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Prologue



The first edition of this compilation was published in 1990, with the contributors focused on the 1988 presidential election and its aftermath. At that time one of the dominant themes in the academic literature on American political parties was the idea of party decline. The guts of this idea entailed the belief that for a variety of reasons—the increased use of television advertising in election campaigns, the institution of direct primaries and caucuses to select presidential candidates, the advantages of incumbency in congressional elections, the rise of candidate-centered campaigns, to name but a few—political parties in the United States were, to put it simply, not what they used to be. The days of parties being central players in American politics—channeling and managing political conflict, mobilizing and educating voters, structuring individual vote choice, dominating policy making in Congress—were over, and in the eyes of more than a few were unlikely to ever return. Given that such a view represented the dominant paradigm of the time, it is not surprising that the first edition of The Parties Respond reflected this perspective, at least to a certain extent.


As we write this in late 2011 the belief that this concept of party decline was at best overstated and at worst illusory is slowly but seemingly steadily gaining support among those who study political parties in the American context. The key to making sense of apparently reinvigorated political parties lies in the title of this anthology: The Parties Respond. Throughout the now 200-plus years of their existence in the United States, political parties have been faced with a seemingly endless array of challenges, obstacles, and opportunities. The one constant in this dynamic has been that the parties respond, and that they do  so in a strategic manner, at least some of the time. This characteristic resembles perhaps the defining feature of The Dude in the Coen Brothers’ classic film The Big Lebowski. In the film, The Dude, played by Jeff Bridges, always manages to “abide,” no matter what confronts him. American political parties are the same way; they always manage to respond, no matter what confronts them.


This view of resurgent parties comes through in many, although not all, of the chapters contained in this volume. There is a reason for this variation; the power and relevance of political parties vary among the many different areas of American politics. The role of parties in Congress, for example, may be (and in fact is) very different from the role parties play in the presidential nominating process. But from our perspective one thing is clear: political parties remain vital and central actors in the American polity, and, in the spirit of Schattschneider (1942), understanding contemporary American politics would be impossible without an understanding of the place of parties in these politics.


The chapters in this collection represent our attempt to further this understanding. Jeff Stonecash opens the volume with a chapter examining how political scientists have studied political parties, and what this can tell us about partisan change. Nicol Rae follows with a discussion of the place of parties in American history, a discussion that concludes with an insightful presentation of where our parties are today. In Chapter 3, Mark Brewer looks at how the Democratic and Republican Parties attempt to build winning electoral coalitions, and in Chapter 4 Marjorie Randon Hershey, Nathaniel Birkhead, and Beth Easter examine the place of party activists in American politics, and how these activists contribute to party polarization.


Chapters 5 through 8 analyze parties as institutional actors. First, Dan Shea, J. Cherie Strachan, and Michael Wolf turn their view to a far too often ignored element of American parties—party organization at the local level. Paul Herrnson then shifts to party organizations at the national level in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, Barbara Norrander walks readers through the role parties play in the presidential nominating contests. Diana Dwyre concludes this section with an up-to-the-minute tutorial on the role political parties play in financing American campaigns in Chapter 8.


Moving from parties as institutional actors, Chapters 9 through 12 deal with how parties relate to governing institutions themselves. In Chapter 9 Walt Stone, Sandy Maisel, and Trevor Lowman examine the place of parties in  congressional elections through the lens of the Tea Party movement and the Republican Party in 2010. Diana Owen tackles the ever-changing area of parties and the media in Chapter 10, paying particular attention to how parties have responded to technological innovation. In Chapter 11 Sean Theriault and Jonathan Lewallen devote their attention to the role of parties in the congressional policy process, and in Chapter 12 Cal Mackenzie examines the place of parties in the executive branch. Finally, Alan Abramowitz deftly closes the volume with an almost real-time snapshot of the place of parties in contemporary American political life on the grand scale.


We believe that the chapters contained in this collection present readers with an accessible and thorough account of what they need to know about political parties in order to understand contemporary American politics. It was a joy for us to put together. We hope you find it as enjoyable to read.
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Political Science
and the Study of Parties


Sorting Out Interpretations
of Party Response


JEFFREY M. STONECASH
Maxwell School, Syracuse University


Political parties play a central role in the democratic process. They seek to win elections by representing voter concerns, which makes those concerns central to political decision making. When social change occurs parties serve as the organization most sensitive to representing emerging public concerns so they can secure the votes of affected constituents. The last several decades provide an important test to whether parties are playing out this role. Remarkable social change has occurred. The parties have steadily diverged in the policies they advocate (McCarty et al. 2006). Do these diverging positions reflect the divisions of society? Are parties playing the responsive role we presume in representing differing concerns? If so, how has this occurred?


In seeking an answer we turn to the academic studies of political parties, and it is at that point that someone might become very puzzled. The academic literature contains two very different interpretations, derived from different notions of what constitutes a party and what we should examine to assess the state of parties. These lead to corresponding differences in interpretations of what role parties are playing in responding to voters and changing social conditions. These affect the assessment of whether and how different concerns are being represented in American politics. The intent of this chapter is to provide an overview of the two very different interpretations of parties that exist in the literature. The goal is to sort out these differences and help anyone trying to wade through the voluminous literature on parties to understand the differences they will encounter and the notions of parties underlying these differing interpretations. The interpretations have considerable significance for our understanding of the interaction of social change and the representation process in American politics.


These differing interpretations emerged in an effort to understand trends developing in American politics. These trends provide the factual context, the changing political world that academics were seeking to understand. We begin with that political context—the trends—which people were seeking to understand. Once these trends and their significance are reviewed, we will move to the two interpretations that seek to explain those trends. The central question is: Are parties largely playing the role of supporting actors of candidates, or are they playing a central role in responding to social change? The dominant view among academics has been the former. Campaigns are widely seen as candidate centered, with parties playing a supporting role of providing services that assist candidates. The alternative interpretation is that parties have been central actors in driving change. They are playing this role as articulators of fundamentally different views of how society should work and the role government should play. They have sought to attract and represent the electoral bases that hold these differing views. In this second interpretation the process of trying to create majority coalitions created change that might have been seen as candidate centered, but it was not.


Political Trends


The political reality that academics seek to interpret has changed over time. The instigation to offer new interpretations began in response to changes emerging in the 1960s. In the 1950s there seemed to be a clear political situation. Most voters had strong affective or emotional attachments to political parties, and those attachments were stable (Campbell et al. 1960). States that voted for one party had generally been voting for that party for decades. Then evidence began to accumulate that indicated partisan loyalties were declining. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 provide evidence on the most important trends. These trends present two analytic challenges for students of political parties. First, why did the trends of the 1950s through the 1980s occur? Second, why did the trends generally reverse direction in the 1990s?


The first concern involves change from the 1950s through the 1980s. At the individual level (Figure 1.1) three trends were important. In national surveys respondents were asked if they were Democrat or Republican or did not identify with a party. Those replying independent are shown in the top line of Figure 1.1. Then those initially saying they were independent were asked if they lean to either party. Those indicating that they lean to a party are then assigned to that party and those left are called “pure independents.” From 1952 through 1964 just over 20 percent indicated they were Independents or unattached. After 1964 this number increased to 35 percent and has remained high. The percentage of “pure” Independents also increased somewhat and then declined to close to the level of the 1950s. The third indicator is split-ticket voting, defined as a voter selecting presidential and House candidates of different parties. This increased in the 1970s and stayed relatively high through the 1980s.
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FIGURE 1.1 Independents and Split-Ticket Voting, 1952–2008


House district election results also suggested something was changing the relevance of political parties. The first matter involved an apparent increase in the security of incumbents. There was evidence that elections were resulting in less partisan turnover in control of seats (Jones 1964). Incumbents were experiencing rising vote percentages and more were deemed safe (Mayhew 1974a, 1974b). The ability of incumbents to raise their vote percentage during their career meant that when they retired there was now a greater decline in the vote for that party as the vote returned to some “normal” level (Payne 1980).


These changes coincided, and seemed compatible, with a second set of trends, shown in Figure 1.2. In each House district there is a partisan percentage for presidential and House candidates. These results can be correlated across districts. If the presidential and House results are essentially the same within districts but differ across districts, the correlation will be high. From 1900 through the 1950s it was high, suggesting that voters were voting for candidates of the same party within each district. Then in the 1960s it dropped and became erratic in subsequent years. As presidential and House results disconnected, there was an increase in the percentage of districts in which the winner of the presidential and House votes are of different parties. These are called split-outcome districts. Beginning in the 1950s, the presence of these outcomes began to increase and continued to increase through the 1980s. This prompted concern that House members were becoming insulated from swings in partisan support that occur in presidential elections (Burnham 1975).


These changes at the individual and district level suggested that something significant was happening to parties and to party loyalty within the electorate. The question was: What would explain these changes? Why were fewer voters identifying with parties, why were more splitting their ticket, and why were presidential and House results less associated?


Then most trends reversed. The percentages of pure Independents and ticket-splitting declined. The correlation between presidential and House results increased and the percentage of split outcomes decreased. The return of the presidential-House correlation, however, did not indicate a return to the past. The South had moved from being Democratic to predominantly Republican. The Northeast had moved from being heavily Republican to heavily Democratic. The renewed correlation reflected parties with very different geographical bases compared to the early 1900s. From the 1950s to the early 2000s major changes had occurred. What might explain all these changes? Two distinct explanations have emerged over time. Both focus on changes in society, candidate behavior, and the role of party organizations.
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FIGURE 1.2 Correlation of Republican Presidential-House Election Results and Split Outcomes, 1900–2008


One interpretation is that the evidence indicates that campaigns have become more candidate centered, and that party organizations have declined as central actors. The result was that voting for parties was declining among individuals and across House districts. This view then faced the puzzle of why there was a decline in split-ticket voting and a return of a higher correlation between presidential and House voting. The answer, to be developed later, is that voters and candidates were making individual decisions to sort themselves out between the parties. Parties as organizations are not seen as central to the process of change, but in the background serving as supporting actors to candidates.


The alternative view places parties at the center of the process of change. Significant changes in society and the role of government were occurring. Voters were developing very different reactions to these changes. Parties recognized this and sought to represent these differences. Party officials responded and mobilized groups, raised money, recruited candidates, altered party images, and created parties with different electoral bases than had previously existed. They provided services but not just to keep some role in the process. They were seeking to direct support to desired candidates to help create a unified majority. Sometimes the party had to accept less than ideologically pure candidates, but the goal was to build a coalition of elected officials with considerable unity on policy issues. This process of change was lengthy but eventually resulted in the partisan divisions that exist now.


The differences in these views are crucial for understanding how social change is responded to, how partisan change occurs, and what role political parties have played in change. The former interpretation defines parties as formal organizations that essentially must accept and work with the candidates that come to them. They can steer resources to the candidates, but there is little sense that a sort of organized effort is seeking to shape the candidates that comprise the party. Change occurs, but as the cumulative effect of many, many individual decisions. The latter defines parties as an inclusive network of actors, some formal leaders of the party and some not. This network wants to win elections, but the pursuit of a majority is inextricably tied to concern with ideas about what the party should be seeking in terms of policy. The concern about policy directions is a significant catalyst to organize, to recruit candidates, and to raise money to attain majorities. This network is actively responding to and creating partisan change. Perhaps most important, the two approaches differ in how electoral patterns of the last several decades are interpreted, a matter to be discussed at the end. The basis of the candidate-centered interpretation will first be presented, followed by the party-centered interpretation. Then the differences in how the two might explain electoral patterns will be discussed.


The Emergence of Candidate-Centered Politics


The trends displayed in Figures 1.1 and 1.2 presented an interpretative challenge to academics. What could explain them and what did they say about the state of political parties in America? The primary response among scholars was that these trends were the result of a combination of factors that were creating dealignment: the decline of party organizations and the emergence of candidates who were making themselves—not the party—the focus of campaigns.


This explanation of what was happening in the 1960s is built from two explanatory frameworks, one involving the nature of voter attachments of parties and the other involving an interpretation of how political change occurs. At any one time an alignment exists, with groups of voters identifying with a party. The attachments of voters to parties were seen as affective, based on social group identities—being Protestant, or Southern, or black—and not so much issues (Campbell et al. 1960; Green et al. 2002). Voters were resistant to change and parties represented a fairly stable set of concerns.


Given this stability, there was a need for an explanation of how change occurred. That was provided by critical realignment theory (Key 1955). In this interpretation, change happened periodically and relatively abruptly in American history. When social change occurred it created new issues. Parties might be uncertain about how to respond because taking a stance would alienate some of their existing base. As social change continued, concerns and needs were unmet, eventually resulting in a relatively abrupt disruption of existing alignments and the formation of new ones (Burnham 1970; Sundquist 1983). This cycle seemed to occur about every thirty-two years. That framework is used to organize American political history into eras in textbooks (Hershey 2009, 118–121).


Given this framework, some were expecting realignment in the 1960s, following the realignment of 1932–36 that created the New Deal coalition. The conditions seemed ripe for such a change to occur. It was roughly thirty years since the last realignment and there was a sense that the issues that had dominated since the 1930s—class, the role of labor, and industrial power—were fading in relevance. Inequality was declining (Danziger and Gottschalk 1995, 53) and class divisions were apparently declining in relevance as a source of political conflict (Alford 1963; Stonecash 2000, 1–8). New issues involving race, sex, and a variety of lifestyle choices were dominating, and political divisions had less structure (Ladd and Hadley 1975; Edsall and Edsall 1991). Some even argued the Western world was moving into a postmaterialist phase where the dominant concerns involved more amorphous issues of the quality of life (Inglehart 1971, 1977). It appeared to be a classic case of new issues disrupting old alignments.


The analytic difficulty was that it proved hard to find a critical realignment in the 1960s.1 This prompted a search for another explanation of what could explain the trends of the 1960s and 1970s. The search for another explanation began with assessing changes in parties and the context within which they operated. Party leaders had once had significant power over nominations. In the early 1900s, many states adopted primaries, reducing the power of party leaders (Ware 2002). Elected officials once had numerous patronage positions to appoint, which gave them workers to call upon for campaign work. Civil service appointments by tests were gradually replacing patronage. Voters had once been required to select a party ballot, or one listing only candidates from one party. Gradually states had adopted ballots that presented all candidates, allowing voters to choose candidates from different parties. Party leaders had less influence and voters had more choice. The result was a lengthy decline in party organizations and an increase in split-ticket voting (Burnham 1965).


The decline in party organizations and the shift in the mix of issues were contributing to the growing independence of candidates in running campaigns. Candidates were enjoying an increase in the resources to run campaigns. These changes were giving them more autonomy from party organizations. Television was becoming more widespread and provided a means for candidates to present themselves to voters. Direct mail and polling were becoming available to individual candidates, who could raise their own funds to pay for and control these resources. Members of Congress were allocating themselves larger staff and travel allowances. The presumption was that the increase in access to incumbent and candidate-controlled resources was providing the means to create more of a personal image and diminish the extent to which a candidate was seen as reflective of a party. These changes explained the abrupt increase in the 1966 election in the percentage of House incumbents that received 60 percent of the vote, a level designated as “safe” (Mayhew 1974a, 1974b). Candidates, and particularly incumbents, were trying to build personal and enduring electoral bases to make their electoral fortunes independent of the regular swings in party fortunes that end many careers (Tufte 1973; Burnham 1975; Ferejohn 1977). The result was an increase in split-ticket voting, and election results for different offices were increasingly disconnected.


These historical changes provided a backdrop that explained the trends shown in Figures 1.1 and 1.2. In the first part of the century voting had been focused on parties, and parties had the resources to respond in order to maintain this situation. The change in the issue content of politics had disrupted political alignments. Candidates were now operating on their own and creating votes based on their personal image and their ability to deliver benefits to the district. The result was a decline in party voting within the electorate and a decline in the role of parties (Broder 1972; Crotty 1984; Wattenberg 1990, 1991, 1998).


This narrative of increasing candidate autonomy fit with what was happening to the unity of political parties in Congress. In the early 1900s Democrats regularly voted with Democrats and Republicans regularly voted with Republicans. Party unity was high. Over time party unity had steadily declined and by the 1970s it was at the lowest level ever recorded (Brady et al. 1979; Collie and Brady 1985). The parties were more diverse in their composition, with some Democrats more conservative than Republicans and some Republicans more liberal than Democrats. Members of Congress were seen as primarily concerned with reelection and catering to local constituencies. Party meant less than it had in earlier decades. The result was a sense that there was less responsiveness in American politics (Burnham 1975). Members of Congress were focused on serving disparate local concerns and not discussing national problems (Fiorina 1980).


This focus on Members of Congress as actors autonomous from parties and acting solely on their personal views fit with the interest in the rational-choice approach first presented by Anthony Downs (1957). Many academics were intrigued with the idea of taking actors as having set preferences (or “ideal points” in this approach (Poole and Rosenthal 1984, 1985)) and focusing on how agreements within institutions develop, given some distribution of preferences among members. Positing that candidates are essentially independent provides a basis for pursuing such an analytic approach (for reviews of this approach see Aldrich 1995, 2011). Some went so far as to suggest that Congress should be thought of as a set of independent actors with party meaning very little (Krehbiel 1993).


The culmination of these developments was an interpretation of American political parties as a loose coalition of independent actors who come together when it suits their individual agendas. America has “arguably the most radically candidate-centered system in the world” (McGhee 2008, 722). Elections are seen as focused on candidates (Menefee-Libey 2000; Herrnson 2008, 6–70). In this interpretation the role left for parties as organizations is to support candidates. Parties have lists of consultants, pollsters, direct mail vendors, and fund-raisers who can provide assistance to candidates (Herrnson 2009). In this interpretation parties play a role as service providers. This allows the party to adapt to a changing context and still be relevant by helping those candidates who emerge as interested in running within each party.


While candidates are seen as operating independently, the trends of the last two decades present a puzzle. If candidates are independent, why are the parties in Congress steadily moving further apart? In the last several decades party unity has increased (Polsby 2004). The average voting positions of members of each party are moving further apart. Among voters, more voters are identifying with a party (Hetherington 2001), and those identifying with a party are increasingly voting for it (Bartels 2000; Stonecash 2006). The correlation between presidential and House elections results across districts has increased and there are fewer split outcomes. It appears that partisanship has steadily grown in recent years. How could that occur if candidates operate independently?


The proposed answer is that a “sorting” process has occurred. Candidates are assessing the composition and concerns of parties and deciding with which party they wish to align. As conservatives drift to the Republican Party and liberals to the Democratic Party the composition of each party becomes clearer, resulting in more “sorting out” of candidates. At the individual level the same process is occurring as voters survey the political landscape (Fiorina and Abrams 2008). Those already within a party may change their views to stay in tune with party positions. Others with set views change their party identification (Levendusky 2009) or change their views to fit with their party identification (Layman and Carsey 2002a, 2002b; Carsey and Layman 2006). The result of all these decisions has been a sorting of conservatives into the Republican Party and liberals into the Democratic Party.


The role of parties in all these changes is somewhere between minimal and central. They have fewer financial resources and struggle to influence nominations. Candidates raise their own funds and seek to create their own image. Voters are seen as responding by basing their vote on the person more than the party. Parties exist as entities that seek to play a role in all this, but the general presumption is that they are not central to change.


Party-Centered Politics


There is an alternative interpretation of political trends and the role of political parties in creating change. This interpretation begins with an older and different sense of the relationship of constituents and parties, and with a more expansive notion of a party and of its role. This explanation begins with the simple notion that parties in American democracy represent interests and ideas, not just social groups (Turner 1951; Turner and Schneier 1970; Sanders 1999; Bensel 2000; Shafer and Johnston 2006). Parties are seen as vehicles to represent differences in interests and ideas about how society should work and what policies should be adopted to have a responsive democracy (White 2003; Brewer and Stonecash 2007). Each party wins votes and seats in some House districts and not in others because they represent different concerns (Froman 1963; Cummings 1966; Mayhew 1966; Shannon 1968; Stonecash, Brewer, and Mariani 2003). They may struggle with how much to retain an existing base versus responding to changing conditions and new groups, but the concern is not just affective bonds with social groups, but representing interests and ideas about what government should do (Black and Black 1987, 2002, 2007; Brewer and Stonecash 2009).


The notion of party underlying this is not limited to the formal organization and its legal ability to influence nominations and to raise and spend money on campaigns (Kolodny 1998; Kolodny and Dwyre 1998; Monroe 2001). The notion of party is more expansive and focuses on the informal network of those seeking to influence the direction of the party and those who represent it (Masket 2009). This can include party officials, activists, and interest groups who advocate for policies and candidates (Cohen et al. 2008; Layman et al. 2010). It can include donors who can have a significant impact by supporting some candidates and trying to discourage contributions to others. It is a loose network of actors seeking to shape the party (Dulio 2004, 2011; Grossman and Dominguez 2009; Koger, Masket, and Noel 2009, 2010; Skinner, Masket, and Dulio forthcoming). Together these diverse actors are seeking to shape the concerns and image of their party.


The important matter is just what policies are desired by this network of actors. Much of the literature sees the 1960s and 1970s as an era of dealignment, with parties having less clarity of policy concerns. The alternative view is that this was a time when parties were responding with great uncertainty to developing social and political concerns. They were driven by notions of what should be and seeking to shift the policy positions of their parties to represent those concerns and attract new constituents. The result was a lengthy process of pursuing and adding some constituents and shedding others. In this view the resulting change might have seemed to be dealignment, but it was really a shift in the primary concerns of each party. Election results and voter identifications took some time to catch up, but they eventually did, resulting in the trends of the 1990s and 2000s shown in Figures 1.1 and 1.2.


This process began in the 1950s and 1960s with discontent within each party about its positions. Within the Democratic Party there had been a longstanding tension between the southern and northern wings of the party. The southern wing wanted to retain segregation and opposed expanding social programs (Black and Black 1987). The northern wing wanted to eliminate segregation and supported expanding social programs (Carmines and Stimson 1989; Feinstein and Schickler 2008; Schickler et al. 2010). Liberal Democrats wanted to expand their electoral support in the North and were steadily pushing for more liberal policies to respond to northern concerns (Mackenzie and Weisbrot 2008). The Republican Party faced a different situation. It was the minority party in America and wanted to create a majority coalition. Conservatives wanted a more conservative party (Phillips 1969; Rusher 1984; McGirr 2002) and wanted to pursue conservative voters in the South (Hodgson 1996; Edwards 1999; Perlstein 2001, 2008; Critchlow 2007; Reiter and Stonecash 2011). The pursuit of a more conservative base was often difficult and resulted in some setbacks, but over time the party has created more of a conservative image, attracted more conservatives, and shifted the political debate in their direction (Mason 2004; Edsall 2006; Smith 2007; Hacker and Pierson 2011).


Each party was following a path of responding to new issues and pursuing voters it had not done well with in past elections (Klinkner 1994; Hillygus and Shields 2008). This meant risking losing their existing base. The lengthy process of change—known as secular realignment (Key 1959)—diminished the clarity of each party’s image. It became less clear what each party stood for and who constituted the party. From the 1950s through the 1980s the Democratic Party had a base in the South (which opposed many government programs) and a base in the North (which wanted more programs). It was difficult for many voters to have a clear image of the Democratic Party. This created tensions about how liberal the party should be (Hale 1995). Eventually the party lost most of its seats in the South and became more homogeneous. It still struggled with how liberal it should be (Kuttner 1987; Kuhn 2007), but it was much less of a southern party (Edsall and Edsall 1991; Dionne 1997).


The efforts to produce clear results came later for Republicans. The party was able to win presidential contests, but they struggled to win the Senate and were out of the majority in the House from 1954 through 1993. Only in 1994 did the party gain a majority by winning more seats in the South. Gradually the party attracted more conservatives (Abramowtiz 1994; Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Stonecash 2007; Abramowitz 2010a). As the majority of the party became conservative, the public saw the party as more conservative and it continued on the path to being the clear conservative alternative to the Democratic Party.


Eventually the concerns of each party were recognized and each party attracted more of those supportive of its agenda (Hetherington and Weiler 2009). Liberals, those with limited attachments to religion, minorities, and the less affluent were more likely to vote Democratic, while conservatives, those committed to religious principles, whites, and the more affluent were more likely to vote Republican Democratic (Abramowitz 2010b; Layman 2001; Olson 2010; Haynie and Watts 2010; Stonecash 2000, 2010).


These protracted changes fit with a party-driven explanation of the changes presented in Figures 1.1 and 1.2. As the parties began their process of change, three important matters occurred. First the image of each party became muddled. Any voter trying to assess the essential concerns of each party was likely to be less clear as the 1960s and 1970s unfolded. That would likely lead to fewer voters having strong attachments to parties and an increase in the percentage of those seeing themselves as Independents. Second, some people identifying with each party were likely to be uncomfortable with remaining in the party as it altered its composition and concerns. They were likely to be less attached to a party and more likely to split their ticket as they struggled with which party to identify with. Third, this process was likely to result in more split outcomes in House elections and a diminished correlation between presidential and House contests. Conservatives in the South voted for Republican presidential candidates before they voted for Republican House candidates. Liberals in the North were probably inclined to vote for Democratic presidential candidates before also voting for Democratic House candidates. The ability of each party to recruit House candidates in new areas was also erratic and altered the consistency of voting.


As the process unfolded each party attracted voters it wanted and lost those uncomfortable with the direction of the party. The Democratic Party lost seats in the South and gained in the North (Speel 1998). The Republican Party gradually lost the Northeast (Reiter and Stonecash 2011). There were internal debates as to whether each party was going in the right direction (Galston 1985; Rae 1989; Galston and Kamarck 1989; Brown 1991; Balz and Brownstein 1996; Greenberg 1996; Baer 2000; Busch 2005; Brownstein 2007; Gerson 2008). As each party’s composition became more homogeneous and their images became more consistent voters perceived the changes and each party attracted more consistent loyalties (Bartels 2000). As incumbents retired from the House they were replaced by the same party that was winning presidential contests within the district.


The overall result was that partisanship increased (Jacobson 2000, 2003, 2007). As shown in Figure 1.1, the percentage of pure Independents declined in the 1990s and after, as did split-ticket voting. As shown in Figure 1.2, the percentage of split outcomes declined and the correlation between presidential and House results increased (Rohde 1991; Stonecash forthcoming). The process of change the parties had set in motion took time and patience, but the eventual result was a return to the level of party voting that had dominated in the 1950s.


Differing Interpretations of
Party Change and the Evidence


These differences in interpretation of how change has come about are important for three reasons. First, there is a crucial difference in the notion of what constitutes party activity. The candidate-centered view is based on the formal role of parties in controlling nominations, raising money, and providing workers. The party-centered view presumes a party is a network of actors seeking to mobilize candidates, resources, and voter support. The former is limited and the latter is much more inclusive as to who is considered part of the party. This difference is important for what we look for when it comes to trying to discern the role and impact of “party” activity. The latter is much broader in scope and much harder to gather information about. Those embracing the former can send surveys to party organization offices and regard those responses as validly capturing the state of parties. The latter requires pursuing issues of who communicates with and supports others and how their efforts tie together to build support for candidates and positions. It is a far more demanding pursuit to understand parties.


Second, these differing views embody contrasting notions of what motivates and drives change. The former assumes, almost like the “invisible hand” of economics, that change evolves from a decentralized, somewhat spontaneous process of candidates and voters sorting themselves out between the two major parties. The image is of individualistic choices with no organizations seeking to persuade and move voters. Those who assemble in Congress have relatively set views and the challenge of leadership is to work with those set views. The latter assumes that actors see common themes and concerns and work to find others with common interests. They seek to work together to build support for positions, to create party images, and to attract voters. They are motivated by commonality of issues and are seeking to build a majority so they can enact policies that will support their notions of what should be. Those who assemble in Congress have clear policy views, but they also have a concern for party and may be amenable to shifting their positions as the collectivity of a party considers what strategy will advance their party (Mellow 2008; Karol 2009; Lee 2009).


Third, and perhaps most important for understanding parties and their evolution, the two differ in their ability to explain changes over time in indicators of partisanship. The former presents us with a portrait of Members of Congress acting independently. They presumably wish to buffer themselves from the fluctuations in partisan support that presidents experience, so efforts to build their vote percentage and insulate themselves from fluctuations should result in sustained separation of House and presidential results. If Members of Congress create personal votes, distinct from party, then presumably partisanship in the electorate would also remain somewhat subdued. The increase in split outcomes and the decline in straight-ticket voting that began to develop in the 1960s should persist as congressional candidates have more and more experience and assistance in creating personal votes.


In contrast, if parties are steadily recruiting candidates compatible with party interests, and losing those who are less supportive of the direction the party is going, the pattern should be very different. The results for House and presidential results should become very much the same over time as candidate recruitment succeeds and incumbents representing the past of the party retire. The correlation between the two sets of results should return to a high level. As this process continues the image of the party should become clearer. The party should attract those who are sympathetic and lose those who are uncomfortable with the direction the party is taking. These supporters should be more inclined to vote for the candidates of their party.


The Evidence


Many theories or interpretations emerge from deductive thinking about the world. The interpretations about the role of parties developed inductively. Political trends developed in the 1960s and 1970s and academics began a search for an explanation of change. The dominant view has been that issues changed, parties declined, candidates became more independent, and voters were less partisan. The difficulty that explanation faces is that as Figures 1.1 and 1.2 indicate, district and individual level trends have reversed course. A reexamination of the evidence about the ability of incumbents in Congress to increase their vote percentages indicates that there was no increase (Stonecash 2008). Further, the candidate-centered interpretation seems to be of less relevance at a time when the parties in Washington are lining up and voting together and against the other party with greater and greater frequency.


Some of those perhaps seeking to save the candidate-centered interpretation have proposed the argument that candidates and people are sorting themselves out, with parties serving as the background context actors are responding to (Levendusky 2009). Others have suggested that politicians are simply disconnected from the public and pursuing their own agendas (Fiorina et al. 2006; Fiorina 2009). Parties are not seen as organizers of this process or as representing real substantive and differing interests of the American public.


The alternative explanation is that these changes were organized and shaped by party activism. If this interpretation is valid, then we should expect to see gradual changes as incumbents retire and are replaced, and as voters perceive the shifting focus of each party. We should also see partisanship increasing over time, and a closer fit between presidential and House results. In fact we do see both gradual movement and a return to greater partisanship at the individual and district level. The patterns in the data suggest the latter interpretation is a more plausible explanation of the changes over the last fifty years. It is also difficult to ignore the remarkable efforts that parties are now making to recruit candidates (Ruthenberg and Zeleny 2011) with the presumption, or at least the hope, that they will vote with the party in Congress when they arrive (Brady, MacGillis, and Montgomery 2011). While there may be two strong traditions of interpretation in the discipline, the evidence appears to tilt significantly to the party-centered one to explain the trends of recent decades.
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Endnotes


1. As the search for realignment in the 1960s occurred there were also studies about whether there had even been major realignments in the past (Mayhew 2003; Stonecash and Silina 2005). The debate about this issue continues (Shafer 1991; Paulson 2000, 2007; Bartels 1998; Campbell 2006; Merrill et al. 2008).
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The “Strangeness” of American Parties


Political parties are the most critical intermediary political institutions between citizens and government. Through competing for control of government in elections, the parties aggregate mass preferences in such a fashion that electoral outcomes become meaningful (what political scientists call “structuring the vote”). Parties also provide government accountability, since support or otherwise for the governing party (or combination of parties) allows citizens to exercise their fundamental democratic power: to “throw the rascals out.” To date no mass democracy has been able to function in the absence of political parties.


In most contemporary democracies the parties are primarily defined by ideology, and since ideology defines parties it is generally emphasized and taken very seriously at both mass and elite levels. In the majority of democracies political parties are also highly centralized and vertically organized with the national party leadership being sovereign over regional or local units. In fact, as democracies in the modern world are largely parliamentary systems (where party cohesion is critical to maintaining a parliamentary majority and control of the government), the major parties tend to be highly disciplined, with the party leadership exerting strict control over elected officeholders. These parties are also invariably mass membership parties: that is, citizens can join parties for an annual fee that entitles them to participate in party business and have a role in candidate selection (these membership dues have also traditionally played a critical role in party financing, including electoral campaigns). Candidate selection is also regarded as an internal party matter, with nominees being selected by local, regional, or national party organizations. Finally, political parties in modern democracies function, for the most part, in multiparty parliamentary systems with several parties represented in the national parliament (largely due to proportional electoral systems that award parties seats roughly according to their national share of the vote), and where multiparty coalitions rather than single-party government is the norm (Lijphart 1999).


When we look at the American parties, however, many of the characteristic features of political parties in other democracies are largely absent. American parties have traditionally not emphasized ideology. They have always been highly decentralized, with state and local party units enjoying a great deal of autonomy from the national party. In terms of organization, the American party at all levels can exert relatively little discipline over its elected officeholders in a separated governmental system. A large part of the reason for this is that American parties do not select the candidates who bear the party label, this function being given over to a broader public in another peculiarly American political institution—the primary election. To “join” American political parties (and participate in party primaries) American citizens are not obliged to pay dues and complete a formal membership application, but instead simply register (or not) with one or other of the major political parties when they register to vote.


This chapter argues that the singular nature of American parties is due to specifically American features, such as: the separation of powers, the plurality electoral system, and differences in American political development that stifled the growth of socialism (a key element in the evolution of political parties in European democracies) as a mass political movement in the United States. In the forthcoming sections all of this will be discussed in more detail, and a further argument will be made that American parties have recently become somewhat less peculiar, as: (1) ideology has come to play a much greater role than hitherto in American politics; and (2) parties in other advanced democracies have become far less influenced by the socialist “mass party” model and have developed some more typically “American” features.


A Short History of US Parties


The framers of the US constitution had little time for “parties” a term they used synonymously with “factions”—in today’s parlance, “interest groups” or “special interests” (Madison 1961). Yet they accepted such factions as inevitable in a free republic and sought to guard against their malign influence by creating a national government based on separately elected institutions with shared legislative powers. Despite the restricted franchise of the first decades of the republic, fundamental differences of opinion among the founding elite regarding the mercantilist economic policies of Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, and the 1795 “Jay Treaty” with Great Britain became manifest in bitter debates in the US House (Chambers 1963). These differences led to the formation of political organizations seeking to control the government in the name of a set of commonly agreed principles rather than narrow self-interest. The Democratic-Republican or “Jeffersonian” Party—led by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison—advocated states’ rights and a pro-French foreign policy, while the opposing Federalist Party—led by John Adams and Alexander Hamilton—favored a strong national government more aligned internationally with Great Britain than revolutionary France. In 1796, Jefferson lost the presidency by one electoral college vote to John Adams, but he won a convincing victory in 1800 due to the unpopularity of the Adams administration and divisions within the Federalist Party leadership (Chambers 1963; Wilentz 2005).


The first American political parties did not have much staying power, however. After 1800 the Federalists rapidly degenerated into a regional (New England) bloc, and the dominance of the Jeffersonians was so great that the party’s congressional caucus (dubbed “King Caucus”) dominated Congress and effectively selected Jefferson’s presidential successors (Wilentz 2005). Genuine party competition thus disappeared, in essence, during the so-called “Era of Good Feelings” (1800–1825).


America’s first parties had formed around tensions and disputes leading up to a presidential contest, and it was another such contest in 1824 that led to the creation of the first substantive and durable American political parties. One major factor underlying the change was the democratization of American society and the creation of a mass electorate as most adult white males became enfranchised by the early 1820s (Wilentz 2005). The electoral potential of this immense new constituency began to be realized in the strong support of lower status voters for the presidential candidacy of Andrew Jackson in the 1824 presidential contest. Yet because Jackson’s popular support was insufficiently organized to be translated into electoral college votes, Jackson ended up controversially losing the presidency in a multicandidate context to an alliance of two of his opponents, John Quincy Adams and Henry Clay, that secured the presidency for Adams.
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