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Political Parties: Overview and Function

A political party is a group of people who seek to control government by
winning elections and holding public office. Usually the group joins together
on the basis of common principles. A party seeks to implement its own
public policies and programs. Some political parties simply focus on gaining
power—they are election-oriented, not policy-oriented.

Political parties serve five major functions in our society.

Nominating 
Parties name the candidates who run for political
office. Nominees are recruited and presented to
voters. Parties ensure that their candidates have a
solid base of voter and financial support.

Informer-Stimulator 
Parties keep the public informed and stimulate them
to participate in public affairs. They accomplish this
through campaigning and taking stands on public
issues. They use pamphlets, buttons, and stickers as
well as television, radio, newspapers, and the internet.

Seal of Approval 
The party plants a “seal of
approval” on its candidates. This
creates loyalty in the candidate
and helps to ensure that office-
holders do a good job so that the
party can stay in power. If the
party falls out of favor or an
office-holder embarrasses the
party, both candidate and party
will suffer in upcoming elections.

Government
Function 
State legislatures and the U.S.
Congress conduct much of their
business on a partisan basis.
Under the system of separation
of powers, the party is the agent
through which the different
branches of government
cooperate with one another,
especially the executive and
legislative branches.

Watchdog 
The parties monitor public
business. In particular, the party
out of power monitors the
policies of the party in power. 
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Development and Highlights of the Two-Party System

1787 Federalist and Anti-Federalist parties emerge out of
conflict over the ratification of the Constitution.

1796 Federalists and Democratic-Republicans become
the two established parties. Federalist John
Adams becomes president.

1798 Federalist Party splits over Adams’s refusal to
declare war on France. High Federalists break
with Adams and side with Alexander Hamilton.

1800 Thomas Jefferson of the Democratic-Republican Party 
wins the presidency, marking the Federalists’ decline.

1800-1820s Democratic-Republicans dominate U.S. politics until 
conflicts over banking, tariffs, and slavery shatter the party.

1828 Democratic-Republican Party splits into two factions.
President Andrew Jackson sides with the group
calling themselves Democrats; the other group
becomes the National Republican or “Whig” Party.

1832 The first National Nominating Conventions are held for the
Whig and Democratic Parties.

1850s Internal conflict over slavery wracks the Democratic Party.
Many Whigs join a new anti-slavery party, the
“Republicans.”

1860 Abraham Lincoln becomes the first Republican president.

1860-1932 Republican Party dominates U.S. politics during the Civil
War and until the Great Depression. Democrats hold
presidential office only four times during this period.

1912 Former President Theodore Roosevelt breaks with the
Republican Party and forms the Progressive Party (Bull
Moose Party). Roosevelt runs for president and gains a
majority of Republican voters, but the Democratic candidate
Woodrow Wilson wins the election. By 1917, the
Progressive Party dies out.

1924 A liberal coalition from both the Republican and Democratic
Parties forms a second Progressive Party; it wins 16.5% of
the popular vote in the presidential election. Its influence
does not last beyond the election.

1948 A faction of liberal Democrats who disagree with both major
parties forms another Progressive Party. It gains one million
votes in the presidential election but their popularity fades
following the election.

1968 Former Alabama Governor George Wallace runs for
president on the American Independent Party ticket.
Supporting anti-desegregation policies, he wins 13.5% 
of the popular vote and 46 electoral votes from five states
in the south.

1992 Independent candidate Ross Perot challenges the two
parties in the presidential election; he wins 18% of the
popular vote.

2000 Green Party candidate Ralph Nader runs for the
presidency; although he wins only 3% of the
popular vote, Nader’s candidacy affects the
outcome of the closely contested race between
George W. Bush and Al Gore.
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Independent and Third Parties

TYPE & NATURE OF PARTY

Single-issue party 
Focuses on one major social,
economic, or moral issue.

Ideological party 
Focuses on effecting overall change
in society, rather than on a particular
issue. The views of these parties
tend to be extreme.

Splinter party 
Splits away from a major party
because of a disagreement. Most
splinter parties have formed around a
strong leader, usually one who failed
to win the party’s nomination.

DURATION

Brief. Tends to fade away quickly
when the issue is no longer important
or is adopted by one of the major
parties.

Long-term. 

Lasts as long as candidate has
support or until party’s goals are re-
absorbed by a major party.

EXAMPLES

The Citizens Party was organized in
1979 around opposition to nuclear
power and nuclear-arms
development. In 1980, Barry
Commoner was the party’s
presidential candidate. He won only
0.3% of the vote.

The Socialist Party was organized in
1898 by Eugene V. Debs and other
labor activists. In its best year, 1912,
the Socialist Party won 6% of the
presidential vote. It still exists today. 

Theodore Roosevelt’s “Bull Moose”
Progressive Party splits from the
Republican Party in 1912.

What Are Third Parties?

A “third,” or independent, party is
any party other than the Republican
or Democratic parties. In an
election, more than one party may
run against the two major parties,
yet they are all considered third
parties.

Most Americans do not support third
parties, yet they have influenced
American politics. Third parties play
key roles as critics and innovators.
They are much more willing to
confront divisive issues than
candidates of the major parties.
Also, a strong third party candidate
can take votes away from the major
party candidates, changing the
outcome of an election.

Three Types of Third Parties

Votes for Leading Third Party 
Presidential Candidates, 1960-2000
(percent of votes)

Year Candidate Party % of Votes

1960 Eric Hass Socialist Labor less than 1%

1964 Eric Hass Socialist Labor less than 1%

1968 George Wallace American Independent 14%

1972 John Schmitz American 1%

1976 Eugene McCarthy Independent 1%

1980 John Anderson Independent 7%

1984 David Bergland Libertarian less than 1%

1988 Ron Paul Libertarian less than 1%

1992 Ross Perot Independent 19%

1996 Ross Perot Reform 9%

2000 Ralph Nader Green 3%

BALLOT
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Third Party Case Study: 2000 Presidential Election

The Green Party was established in 1996 to promote such causes as environmental
justice and grassroots democracy. In the 2000 presidential election, Ralph Nader, the
Green Party presidential candidate, received 3 percent of the popular vote, taking critical
votes away from the Democratic candidate, Al Gore, and, according to some analysts,
costing the Democrats the election.

Ralph Nader on the Issues

States with the highest voter percentage for Green Party, 2000

   Foreign aid must be addressed in the context of 
retiring this [Third World countries’] debt and not forcing 
structural adjustments via the IMF and World Bank on the 
economies of the underdeveloped world.

   I support the end of the economic blockade of 
Cuba. Unjust economic coercion by one state against 
another constitutes a violation of human rights.

On Foreign Policy
Nader believed that the pursuit of human 
rights should dictate U.S. foreign policy. 
His platform focused on aid to Third 
World countries and a cessation of arms 
to belligerent nations.

   I think we are in a real transitory period, which 
gives us a real opportunity to recast our health care 
system in a nonprofit mode and implement universal 
health care.

   Price restraints should be placed on all drugs 
especially [those] developed with taxpayer money, and 
multiple licenses should be issued for those drugs in 
order to stimulate competition and bring prices down.

On Health Care
Using Canada’s health care system as a 
model, Nader suggested that the nation 
should create a universal nonprofit health 
care plan.

    We’ve got priorities. Abolishing child poverty 
should be one. Rebuilding and repairing America, the 
public works, the drinking water systems.

    Citizens must have full legal standing to 
challenge in the courts the waste, fraud, and abuse of 
government spending.

On the Economy
An advocate of small government, 
Nader wanted to reduce the federal 
budget and spend any surplus funds 
on the nation’s infrastructure and 
public works.

   I would veto any legislation that makes it 
impossible to consider increasing fuel efficiency. . . . We 
need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent 
to 70 percent immediately just to keep global warming 
from getting any worse.

   I advocate the immediate cessation of commercial 
logging on U.S. public lands and the protection from 
road-building of all 60 million acres of large forest tracts 
remaining in the National Forest system.

On the Environment
An environmentalist, Nader proposed 
more federal funding for the National 
Park system as well as cutbacks on 
commercial logging to protect the 
nation’s forests.
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Campaign Finance

Parties and their candidates receive money from private
contributors as well as the public treasury. Campaign
donations are a form of political participation. A contributor
donates money in hope of electing officials who support
his/her interests.

Timeline: Campaign-Finance Laws

1907 Congress bars any corporation or national
bank from making a contribution to a
candidate for federal office.

1910 Congress requires that campaign sources
and amounts be reported.

1925 Congress begins to limit presidential
campaign expenditures. 

1971 The Revenue Act establishes public funding for
presidential campaigns by allowing each person to contribute $1 to a campaign
fund on federal tax forms. The Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) demands
disclosure of sources of campaign funds.

1972 President Nixon spends a record $60 million, some of it hidden in foreign bank
accounts, on his re-election campaign; this prompts renewed concern over
campaign spending and finance.

1974 Congress establishes the Federal Election Commission (FEC), which administers
all campaign-finance laws. Amendments to FECA (1971) institute stricter
disclosure requirements and contribution and spending limits.

1997 Congress examines campaign-finance reform due to widespread charges of
abuse, especially in the area of “soft money,” donations made to political parties
that are often spent in indirect support of specific candidates.

2003 The Supreme Court upholds the constitutionality of the Bipartisan Campaign
Reform Act. The act heavily restricts the use of “soft money” in fund-raising and
limits the use of political advertisements near election time.

Campaign Finance
Regulation
Cash gifts of more than $100 are
prohibited.

A person can give up to $1,000 to
any federal candidate’s primary
and general election campaign.

A contribution of more than $200
must be reported to the FEC. 

Corporations cannot directly
contribute to federal elections.
However, they can contribute
indirectly through Political Action
Committees (PACs).

Facts on PACs
Political Action Committees are the political
arms of special interest groups.

PACs collect money and provide financial
support for candidates. 

A PAC must raise funds from at least 50
contributors.

A PAC must give to at least 5 candidates on
the federal level.

A PAC must give no more than $5,000 to a
candidate per election.

PAC Contributions to 
Congressional Elections, 1986–2000
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1996 155.0
1998 158.7
2000 193.4

Senate 
1986 45.3
1988 45.7
1990 41.2
1992 51.2
1994 47.2
1996 45.6
1998 48.1
2000 51.9
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