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suggested in our discussion of political socialization in 
Chapter 11.11 Party identifiers generally support the party’s 
basic ideology and policy principles. These policy principles 
usually relate to each party’s stance on the use of govern-
ment to solve various economic and social problems.

Voters in most states can choose to register their party 
preferences for the purpose of voting in party primaries 
(elections to choose candidates for office). These voters are 
not required to perform any special activities, to contribute 
money to the political party, or for that matter, even to vote 
in the primaries. However, while voters do not have a strong 
formal role to play in the party organization, parties use 
identifiers as a necessary base of support during elections. In 
virtually every presidential election, both of the major-party 
candidates win the votes of an overwhelming percentage of 
those who identify with their respective parties. But just 
capturing one’s party base is not sufficient to win a national 
election since neither party has a majority of the national 

voters. As we will see later in this chapter, candidates are 
often pulled between the ideological preferences of their 
base and the more moderate preferences of independents.

Thinking Outside  the Box

Can you have a democracy 
without political parties?

The Responsible Party Model

Earlier we said that one of the democratic roles of parties is 
to provide a link between the voters and elected officials, or, 
to use the terms we just introduced, between the party-in-
the-electorate and the party-in-government. There are 
many ways in which parties can link voters and officials, but 
for the link to truly enhance democracy—that is, the 
control of leaders by citizens—certain conditions have to be 

National
party

organization
National committees

Members are elected by
national conventions
or state committees.

State party
organizations

State party committees
Members are elected by party

voters or by lower-level committees.

Local party organizations
County committees, or state senate,

judicial, and congressional district committees
Members are elected by voters in primary elections.

Party members
Registered voters; vote in party primaries.

Precinct and ward organizations
Members are party activists.

Figure 12.1  Organizational Structure of the Party System
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