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Party. In the 1960s, however, conservative 
southern Democratic voters began to vote for 
the Republican Party, and formerly Demo-
cratic politicians were switching their alle-
giances as well. By the 1990s the South had 
become predominantly Republican. This 
swing made the Democratic Party more 
consistently liberal and the Republicans more 
consistently conservative and, as we explained 
in Chapter 7, the parties became more polar-
ized. To illustrate, so-called “consistents,” 
liberal Democrats and conservative Republi-
cans, made up only 33 percent of party identifiers in 1977, 
while “inconsistents,” conservative Democrats and liberal 
Republicans, made up 21 percent. Consistency between 
party ideology and beliefs of party members has  
increased over the years so that, by 2012, consistents  
made up 53 percent of party identifiers and inconsistents 
made up only 9 percent.18

As we saw in What’s at Stake...?, this greater ideological 
consistency within each of the parties gives the party activist 
bases more power because they do not have to do battle with 
people of different ideological persuasions. The stronger 
activist core is able to exert more internal pressure within the 
parties, nominating candidates through primaries but also 
calling for ideological conformity in the parties in Congress, 
leading to the phenomenon of hyperpartisanship that we 
discussed in Chapter 7 (see CLUES to Critical Thinking). As we 
saw, there is no overlap in the House of Representatives 
between the parties: all Republicans are more conservative 
than the most conservative Democrat, yielding two completely 
distinct ideological encampments with little basis for compro-
mise. The differences among the public are not as great, but 
they are still notable. Figure 12.3 shows the ideological 
composition of Democrats and Republicans. Notice that 
although the conservative label is more popular, the likelihood 
of identifying oneself as a conservative is much greater among 
Republicans. It is not, of course, the case that all Democrats 
think the same or that all Republicans think the same. Each 
party has its ideological and moderate factions, but the divi-
sions between partisans in the electorate are greater today.19

Party Membership Party ideologies attract and  
are reinforced by different coalitions of voters. This means 
that the Democrats’ post–New Deal liberal ideology reflects 
the preferences of its coalition of working- and lower-class 
voters, including union members, minorities, women, the 
elderly, and more educated urban dwellers. The Republicans’ 
conservative ideology, on the other hand, reflects the prefer-
ences of upper- to middle-class whites, those who are in 
evangelical and Protestant religions, and rural and suburban 
voters. The “Snapshot of America: Who Belongs to What 

Party?” shows how each party’s coalition differs based on 
group characteristics. There is nothing inevitable about 
these coalitions, however, and they are subject to change as 
the parties’ stances on issues change and as the opposing 
party offers new alternatives. Working-class whites (non-
Hispanic whites without a college education) were once the 
bedrock constituency of the Democratic Party. However, the 
Republicans’ more conservative appeals on racial and social 
issues have won over enough of this group that are they are 
as likely to support Republicans in a given election.20

Policy Differences Between the 
Parties When the parties run slates of candidates for 
office, those candidates run on a party platform—a list of 
policy positions the party endorses and pledges its elected 
officials to enact as policy. A platform is the national party’s 
campaign promises, usually made only in a presidential elec-
tion year. If the parties are to make a difference politically, 
then the platforms have to reflect substantial differences that 
are consistent with their ideologies. The responsible party 
model requires that the parties offer distinct platforms, that 
voters know about them and vote on the basis of them, and 
that the parties ensure that their elected officials follow 
through in implementing them.

The two major parties’ stated positions on some key 
issues from their 2012 platforms appear in Don’t Be Fooled 
by . . . Political Party Platforms. These differences between 
the Democratic and Republican platforms in 2012 are 
typical, and they are what make it possible for the electorate 
to bring about meaningful policy changes. When the 
parties’ programs are clearly different, electing a new 
majority party to Congress can result in substantial changes 
in the policy directions pursued by the national govern-
ment. That is, party differences are necessary for popular 
control of the overall directions of government policy.

Forces Drawing the Parties 
Apart and Pushing Them 
Together

Political parties in our system have a dilemma—how to keep 
the core ideological base satisfied while appealing to enough 
more moderate voters that they can win elections in diverse 
constituencies. In a small, homogeneous district this is not 

Parties Around the World
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Democrats

Republicans 65.9% 29.3% 4.1%

15.3% 43.9% 40.8%

Figure 12.3  Party Identification and Ideology

Source: CBS News/New York Times polls, 2008–2012. Calculated by authors.
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