Readings on American Political Parties

1. The Short Happy Life of American Political Parties
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. from The Cycles of American Politics
Parties have always represented the great anomaly of the American political order. The Founding Fathers were reared in an anti-party tradition. The eighteenth century had little use for parties. In France Rousseau condemned those "intriguing groups and partial associa​tions" which, by nourishing special interests, obscured the general will.” For Britain party was "faction"-a selfish and irresponsible clique-and "the influence of faction," as Hume wrote, "is directly contrary to that of laws. Factions subvert government, render laws impotent, and beget the fiercest animosities among men of the same nation, who ought to give mutual assistance and protection to each other."5 Parties were particularly at war with the philosophy, strong in colonial America, of civic republicanism and its emphasis on a pub​lic good beyond the sum of individual and group interests.

The American experience exemplified the anti-party philosophy. It was one of self-government without parties. There were no parties in the colonial assemblies or in the Continental Congress or under the Articles of Confederation. The Constitution made no provision for parties. "Such an addiction," Jefferson wrote of party spirit in 1789, "is the last degradation of a free and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go there at all:'6 The republic began under non-party government; and in his Farewell Ad​dress the first President issued a "most solemn" warning "against the baneful effects of the spirit of party." That malign spirit, Washington emphasized, "is seen in its greatest rankness" in popular governments "and is truly their worst enemy."

Yet, as Washington spoke, parties were beginning to crystallize around him. Condemned by the Founding Fathers, unknown to the Constitution, they imperiously forced themselves into political life in the early years of the republic. Their extraconstitutional presence rapidly acquired a quasi-constitutional legitimacy. Even Jefferson de​cided in another decade that he would be willing to go with the right party, if not to heaven, at least to the White House. By the time the first President who was born an American citizen took his oath of office, parties had become, it seemed, the indispensable means of American self-government. (It was fitting that this President, Martin Van Buren, was both the creative architect and the classic philosopher of the role• of party in the American democracy.)

"This extraconstitutional revolution took place because parties met urgent social and political needs. In the dialect of the sociologists, parties were functional. They contributed in a variety of ingenious ways to the stability of the system.

American parties originated in the diversity of circumstance and aspiration in the new nation. Madison in the Federalist, after the customary denunciation of "the mischiefs of faction," went on to ob​serve that the most common source of faction was "the various and unequal distribution of property" and, more surprisingly, to acknowl​edge that "the regulation of these various and interfering interests ... involves the spirit of party and faction in the necessary and ordi​nary operations of the government:" The very expanse of the new nation now offered hope, Madison thought, of controlling the bane​ful effects of party by diluting the influence of the interfering inter​ests.*

The expanse of the new nation gave Parties another function. The thirteen colonies that had joined precariously to overthrow British rule were divided by local loyalties, by discrepant principles, by di​verging folkways, by imperfect communications. Yet they were pledged to establish an American Union-and to do so over nearly a million square miles of territory. The parties as national associations were a force, soon a potent force, against provincialism and separa​tism. At the same time, they strengthened the fabric of unity by le​gitimizing the idea of political opposition-a startling development for a world in which that idea had little legitimacy (it has little enough for most of the world today). In r 8oo-r 8o r the American parties showed they could solve the most tense of all Problems in new na​tions-the transfer of power from a governing party to its oppo​nents.

"'The Party system of Government;' Franklin D. Roosevelt once said, "is one of the greatest methods of unification and of teaching people to think in common terms:"7 When by the middle of the nine​teenth century the growing tensions between North and South split most national institutions, even the churches, party organization, as that brilliant early analyst of American politics, Henry Jones Ford, observed, was "the last bond of union to give way.""

Parties performed an equally vital function within the national gov​ernment itself by supplying the means of over corning one of the par​adoxes of the Constitution. "The Doctrine of the separation of powers, literally construed, warred against the principle of concerted action that is the essence of effective government.’The need to make the new Constitution work demanded a mechanism that could coordinate the executive and legislative branches. The party now furnished the connective tissue essential to unity of administration.

The Party found other functions in a polity groping to give sub​stance to the implications of democracy. As vehicles for ideas, parties furthered the nation's political education, both defining national pur​poses and formulating national policies. As instruments of compro​mise, they encouraged, within the Parties as well as between them, the containment and mediation of national quarrels. As agencies of representation, they gave salient interests a voice in national decisions and thus a stake in the national political order. As agencies of recruit​ment, they brought ambitious men into public service and leadership. As agencies of popular mobilization, they drew ordinary people into political participation. As agencies of social escalation, they opened paths of upward mobility to vigorous newcomers debarred by class or ethnic prejudice from more conventional avenues to status. As agen​cies of `Americanization,' they received immigrants from abroad, tending (to quote Henry Jones Ford again) "to fuse them into one mass of citizenship, pervaded by a common order of ideas and sen​timents, and actuated by the same class of motives:'9 Thoreau cared little enough for politics, but he saw the point: "Politics is, as it were, the gizzard of society, full of grit and gravel, and the two political parties are its two opposite halves, which grind on each other,"'° di​gesting and absorbing national differences.

On the local level the party, while generally organized for self advancement and self-enrichment, prevailed because it also met com​munity needs. Without mistaking the party boss for a sort of early social worker, one may still agree that city machines, with their pa​tronage jobs, food baskets, Thanksgiving turkeys, friendly precinct captains, gave people lost in a frightening economic world a rare feel​ing of human contact. ""There's got to be in every ward," Martin Lo​masny of Boston told Lincoln Steffens, "somebody that any bloke can come to-no matter what he's done-and get help. Help, you under​stand, none of your law and your justice, but help." The machines, said Steffens, "provided help and counsel and a hiding-place in emer​gencies for friendless men, women and children who were in dire need, who were in guilty need, with the mob of justice after them.'"

In an age lacking developed forms of popular amusement, political parties were even an essential source of diversion and fun. "To take a hand in the regulation of society and to discuss it," as de Tocqueville noted, "is his biggest concern and, so to speak, the only pleasure an American knows.. . . Even the women frequently attend public meet​ings and listen to political harangues as a recreation from their house​hold labors. Debating clubs are, to a certain extent, a substitute for theatrical entertainments:''

7.1 Opposition to the Idea of Party 

By Richard Hofstadter

' Although political parties had already emerged in England during the eighteenth century, they were not envisioned as part of the American re​? public by those who shaped it. Not only did the Constitution make no '- provision for parties, but the leaders who framed the Constitution and peopled the new government were actively hostile to the idea. Madison, in fact, used "party" as a synonym for "faction," which he said must be avoided. This selection from Richard Hofstadter's study of the origins of parties in America describes the hostility toward the concept of party that was common among those with influence in the new republic.

Political discussion in eighteenth-century England and America was pervaded by a kind of anti-party cant. Jonathan Swift, in his Thoughts on Various Subjects, had said that "Party is the madness of many, for the gain of the few." This maxim ... plainly struck a deep resonance in the American mind. Madison and Hamilton, when they discussed parties or factions (for them the terms were usually interchangeable) in The Federalist, did so only to arraign their bad effects. In the great debate over the adoption of the Constitution both sides spoke ill of parties.. . . George Washington devoted a large part of his political testament, the Farewell Address, to stern warnings against "the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party." His successor, John Adams, believed that "a division of the republic into two great parties .... is to be dreaded as the greatest political evil under our Constitution." . . .

That the anti-party thought and partisan action of the Founding Fathers were at odds with each other is not altogether surprising. What they were trying to resolve-and they did so, after all, with a substantial measure of success-is a fundamental problem of modern democracy.. . . The Situation of the Americans in their formative years was unusually complex, and perhaps quite unique. The Founding Fathers had inherited a political philosophy which also denied the usefulness of parties and stressed their dangers. Yet they deeply believed in the necessity of checks on power, and hence in freedom for opposition, and were rapidly driven, in spite of their theories, to develop a party System....

The idea of a legitimate opposition-recognized opposition, organized and free enough in its activities to be able to displace an existing government by peaceful means-is an immensely sophisticated idea, and it was not an idea that the Fathers found fully developed and ready to hand when they began their enterprise in republican consti​tutionalism in 1788.... The Federalists and Republicans did not think of each other as alternating parties in a two-party System. Each side hoped instead to eliminate party conflict by persuading and absorbing the more acceptable and "innocent" members of the other.. . .

There are, of course, many ways of looking at what the first generation under the Constitution accomplished-setting administrative precedents, establishing the national credit, forging a federal union in the teeth of provincial loyalties, winning a national domain, . . . but one of the most important things they did was to come to terms with the idea of opposition and to experiment, despite their theories, with its in​carnation in a party system.. . . Their skepticism about the value of parties made it inevitable that their discovery of a party system should be the product of drift and experimentation, that the rather nice system of implicit rules under which the modern two-party duel takes place could be arrived at only after many misunderstandings and some serious missteps.. . .

... during the eighteenth century, the root idea we find is that parties are evil.. . .

The very terms, "party" and "faction," which were used by some writers interchangeably, carried invidious overtones, though this is more regularly true of "faction." That word, in fact, seems to have had the meaning of a more sinister version of "party"-party functioning at its worst.. . . in the 1790's the leaders of the emerging Republican party in the United States were sometimes disposed at first to shy away from calling themselves a party.. . . As for faction-that was out of the question: Jefferson indignantly denounced Hamilton in 1792 for "daring to call the Republican party a %action."

Party had . . . come to be conventionally condemned by political writers on three separate but not inconsistent grounds. First, . . . It was a prolific cause of "turbulence" . . . Second, a party or faction was very likely to become the instrument with which some small and narrow special interest could impose its will upon the whole of society.. . .

Finally, the party, with its capacity to arouse malice and hostility and to command loyalty to a political entity much narrower and less legitimate than the "public good" as a whole, was considered to be a force directly counterposed to civic virtue.. . .

A few observers . . . saw that parties could be good because instead of making for aggrandizement of power they offered another possible source of checks and balances in addition to those already built into the constitutional structure.. . . none saw that parties might perform a wide variety of positive functions necessary to representative democracy and unlikely to be performed as well by any other institutions.. . . First, parties had to be created; and then at last they would begin to find a theoretical acceptance.
3.  A Warning Against "Party Spirit," 

From the 1796 Farewell Address of George Washington

Unanimously chosen to be the first President, George Washington was looked upon as a truly national leader, above party or faction. But when conflict over economic and foreign policy erupted early in his administra​tion, Washington clearly sided with Hamilton and his supporters, the "Federalists." Indeed, after Jefferson and Edmund Randolph left the Cabi​net, the administration was made up entirely of Federalists. Throughout the years of his presidency, Washington remained hostile to the idea of party. His anxiety about the danger posed by parties in the new republic dominated his "Farewell) Address" of September 1796. This selection is taken from that famous address.

United States, September 19, 1796. Friends, and Fellow-Citizens: The period for a new election of a Citizen, to Administer the Executive government of the United States, being not far distant, and the time actually arrived, when your thoughts must be employed in designating the person, who is to be cloathed with that important trust, it appears to me proper . . . that I should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed, to decline being considered among the number of those, out of whom a choice is to be made. . . .

. . . a solicitude for your welfare, which cannot end but with my life, and the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an occasion like the present, to offer to your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your frequent review, some sentiments which are the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and which appear to me all-important to the permanency of your felicity as a people. These will be offered to you with the more freedom, as you can only see in them the disinterested warnings of a parting friend, who can possibly have no personal motive to bias his counsel. Nor can I forget, as an encouragement to it, your indulgent reception of my sentiments on a former and not dissimilar occasion.
In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as matter of serious concern that any ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by geographical discriminations, Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western; whence designing men may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views. One of the expedients of party to acquire influence within particular districts is to misrepresent the opinions and aims of other districts. You cannot shield yourselves too much against the jealousies and heartburnings which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to render alien to each other those who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection….
To the efficacy and permanency of Your Union, a Government for the whole is indispensable. . . .

All obstructions to the execution of the laws, all combinations and associations, under whatever plausible character, with the real design to direct, control, counteract, or awe the regular deliberation and action of the constituted authorities, are destructive of this fundamental principle, and of fatal tendency. They serve to organize faction, to give it an artificial and extraordinary force; to put, in the place of the delegated will of the nation the will of a party, often a small but artful and enterprising minority of the community; and, according to the alternate triumphs of different parties, to make the public administration the mirror of the ill-concerted and incongruous projects of faction, rather than the organ of consistent and wholesome plans digested by common counsels and modified by mutual interests.. 

However combinations or associations of the above description may now and then answer popular ends, they are likely, in the course of time and things, to become potent engines, by which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion.
Towards the preservation of your government, and the permanency of your present happy state, it is requisite, not only that you steadily discountenance irregular oppositions to its acknowledged authority, but also that you resist with care the spirit of innovation upon its principles, however specious the pretexts.

I have already intimated to you the danger of parties in the State, with particular reference to the founding of them on geographical discriminations. Let me now take a more comprehensive view, and warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the spirit of party generally. 

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its root in the strongest passions of the human mind. It exists under different shapes in all governments, more or less stifled, controlled, or repressed; but, in those of the popular form, it is seen in its greatest rankness, and is truly their worst enemy. 

The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge, natural to party dissension, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most horrid enormities, is itself a frightful despotism. But this leads at length to a more formal and permanent despotism. The disorders and miseries which result gradually incline the minds of men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual; and sooner or later the chief of some prevailing faction, more able or more fortunate than his competitors, turns this disposition to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty. 

Without looking forward to an extremity of this kind (which nevertheless ought not to be entirely out of sight), the common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of party are sufficient to make it the interest and duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it. 

It 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. It opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the government itself through the channels of party passions. Thus the policy and the will of one country are subjected to the policy and will of another. 

There is an opinion that parties in free countries are useful checks upon the administration of the government and serve to keep alive the spirit of liberty. This within certain limits is probably true; and in governments of a monarchical cast, patriotism may look with indulgence, if not with favor, upon the spirit of party. But in those of the popular character, in governments purely elective, it is a spirit not to be encouraged. From their natural tendency, it is certain there will always be enough of that spirit for every salutary purpose. And there being constant danger of excess, the effort ought to be by force of public opinion, to mitigate and assuage it. 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.
