


Definition – an 
organization that 
sponsors and 
supports candidates 
for office under its 
label.

Are they 
disintegrating?

Becoming more vital?



Three Components



Party in the 
Electorate

Ordinary people 
who identify with 
that particular 
party



Party Organization 

Active party 
workers, precinct 
captains, county 
chairpersons, 
etc…



Candidates who 
have won in 

their respective 
parties

Party in 
Government



Functions of Political Parties

1. Linkage institutions



Functions of Political Parties

2. Recruit candidates



Functions of Political Parties

3. Provide a convenient label



Functions of Political Parties

4. Educate the public



Functions of Political Parties

5. Resolving conflicts



Basic Characteristics of American 
Political Parties

1. Two-party 

system!



Basic Characteristics of American 
Political Parties

2. Single-member districts – plurality 
vote



Basic Characteristics of American 
Political Parties

3. Pragmatically 

oriented – fighting 

for the middle



Basic Characteristics of American 
Political Parties

4. Not structurally 

centralized 

(defectors)



History 
of 
American 
Parties –

3 Eras



Federalists vs. 
the 
Democratic-
Republicans

(1790s-1820s)

Democrats vs. 
Whigs

(1820s-1850s)

Democrats vs.

Republicans

(1850s-1890s)

(1896-1932)

(1932-present)



Critical Elections – Elections which drastically 
alter the balance of power in American 
politics. 

2 main types:



1. Converting –
majority party stays 
dominant, but the 
parties’ conditions 
change.



2. Realigning – majority party sinks to 
minority status and the underlying voter 
conditions change.



Conditions 
Leading to 
Critical 
Elections:

1. New Issues



2. Incompetent 
Party 
Leadership



3. External 
Factors

a. Public 
opinion polling

b. Proliferation 
of information





1. Democratic 
theorists 
emphasize the 
linkage function of 
parties and note 
how party helps 
organize 
alternatives for 
voters to facilitate 
their choice on 
election day.



2. Pluralists contend 
that each party is 
composed of a 
coalition of interests. 
Much bargaining and 
negotiation take place 
to produce party 
positions that give 
each of the various 
constituent groups 
something of value.



3. Elite theorists 
counter that there is 
little difference 
between the parties 
and that both parties 
are firmly dedicated 
to corporate 
capitalist interests for 
their survival. Voters 
get little meaningful 
choice.




