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policy agenda that reflects the liberal interests of the 
coalition of groups that represent their most ardent 
supporters. Likewise, Republican candidates advocate 
a policy agenda that reflects the conservative inter-
ests of the coalition of groups that are their most 
ardent supporters. In this way, both parties, in most 
elections, offer voters “a choice, not an echo,” but 
they also contribute to the growing partisanship of 
American politics. The real losers in this situation may 
be the party moderates and independents who, less 
intense and active than the party base, find them-
selves poorly represented at the end of the day.28

In Your Own Words » Explain the tension between the 
party base and the general electorate regarding their influ-
ence on issue positions.

The History of Parties in America
From party machines to effective political 
organizations

For James Madison, parties were just an organized 
version of that potentially dangerous political association, 
the faction. He had hopes that their influence on Amer-
ican politics would be minimal, but scarcely was the ink 
dry on the Constitution before the founders were orga-
nizing themselves into groups to promote their political 
views. In the 1790s a host of disagreements among these 
early American politicians led Alexander Hamilton and 
John Adams to organize the Federalists, the group of 
legislators who supported their views. Later, Thomas 
Jefferson and James Madison would do the same with the 
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In the general population, most voters
are moderate; their preferences push
candidates toward political moderation.

Democratic primary voters, party
elites, and contributors are liberal,
drawing Democratic candidates
toward liberal positions.

Republican primary voters, party elites, 
and contributors are conservative,
pulling Republican candidates
toward conservative positions.
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Figure 12.4  External and Internal Forces on the Parties
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