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Why Definitions are Hard to Come by for 
Parties and Democracy

1. Essentially Contested Concepts
2. The Sheer Variety of Parties and the Factors that Influence Them

a. Legislative Clique Parties
b. Parties of Notables
c. Clientelistic or Spoilage Parties
d. Monopoly Parties
e. Ethnic and Religious Parties
f. Ideological Parties
g. Mass Electoral Parties

3. Common Good Parties and High Partisanship
4. E.E. Schattschneider’s Usefully Vague Definition: "A political party is an organized attempt to 

get control of the government."
5. Some Factors Influencing the Character of Parties and Partisanship

a. The Nature of the Electoral System (e.g. Duverger’s Law)
b. The Nature of Social Cleavages
c. Cross-Cutting vs. Ideologically Sorted Parties
d. Partisanship as One Among Many Cross-Cutting Politically Relevant Identities vs. Encompassing Identity 

Alignment



A Typology of Political Parties

(Gunther and Diamond, ”Species of Political Parties,” Party Politics, 2003)



Przeworski’s Minimalist, Realist, Elitist, 
“Electoralist” Account of Democracy

“Democracy is a political arrangement in which people select 
government through elections and have a reasonable possibility 
of removing incumbent governments they do not like.” (p.5)

Advantages of Democracy Thus Conceived:
• Allows for Peaceful Transitions in Power
• Allows for Peaceful Removal of Bad Leaders
• This Tends to Dissuade and Forestall the Development of 

Tyranny



The Controversy Over Democracy: Alternative 
Accounts of the Value and Locus of Democracy

• Accountability
• Responsiveness
• Equality and Inclusion
• Legitimacy
• Deliberation
• Rational Policy
• The Rule of Law
• Progress and Moral Learning
• Civil Society in Addition to Elections

My Solution: Focusing on American Parties and Democracy



The Traditional Skepticism About Parties in Modern 
Political Theory through the American Founding

“[Partisans] put in 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.” 
(George Washington, ”Farewell Address”*)
“If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go there at all.” (Thomas 
Jefferson letter to Francis Hopkins, March 13, 1789†)
1. The Common Good Should be Subject to a Singular Rational Consensus
2. Parties Focus on Winning Power or Capturing Government to Capture Resources or 

on Narrow Factional Interests (e.g. religion or class) at the Expense of the Common 
Good

3. Note Irony of the Contexts: Ultimately these were Partisan Men 

(* https://www.constitutionfacts.com/us-founding-fathers/george-washingtons-farewell-address/
† https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-14-02-0402)



The Rehabilitation of Parties in 
20th Century American Political Science and the 

Positive Roles they Were Seen as Playing
“"The political parties created democracy and modern democracy is unthinkable 
save in terms of the parties.” (E.E. Schattschneider, Party Government, 1942)
1. Two-way transmission belts that convey communication between ordinary 

citizens and their representative elites
2. Civil society organizations that allow for bottom-up, spontaneous grass roots 

participation
3. Schools of political socialization that train new citizens and potential leaders 

alike about issues, processes and the importance of fidelity to basic norms of 
constitutional democracy

4. Institutions for Mobilizing Participation and Making Political Choice in Complex 
Society Tractable for Ordinary Citizens who would Otherwise be Cognitively 
Overloaded

5. Loci of Retrospective Judgments through which Government is Held 
Accountable of Policy and Governance



Reevaluating Parties Again in an Era of Polarization

I. How Polarized Are We and What is it Doing to Our Politics?
II. A Deeper Understanding of the Political and Social Psychology of Polarization 

and its Dangers
A. Musafar Sherif, Henri Tajfel and the Basic Tendency in Human Social Psychology to Form 

In- and Out- Groups and Assign Value Accordingly
B. Understanding How Social Psychology Influences Democratic Deliberation: The Idea of 

Identity-Protective Cognition (Dan Kahan)

III. Polarization and the Threat to American Democracy
A. Political Paralysis in a Government Structured to Contain Multiple Veto Points
B. The Prioritization of Winning over Fidelity to Basic Democratic Norms
C. The Critical Role that Race Plays in Contemporary Polarization



Just in Case it Wasn’t Clear Already: 
We are More Polarized



Hyper-partisanship Appears to be a Distorting 
Trust in the Vaccines and Imperiling Public Health

(https://news.gallup.com/poll/327425/willingness-covid-vaccine-ticks.aspx)



Partisan Polarization on Policy Measures to 
Contain Climate Change

(Ibid.)



Partisan Gap in 
Trust of Contemporary American Elections



Congress is More Polarized and Paralyzed 



Polarization Undermines Civility and Value of Political Discourse

(Diana Muntz, Hearing the Other Side, p.76)



Race, Power and the Erosion of Support for Democratic 
Norms on the Part of the Contemporary Republic Party

(Levitsky and Ziblatt, How Democracies Die, p.143)



Lest We Forget: the Democratic Party was the 
Party of White Supremacist for Nearly a Century

The one party system of the 
south is an institution with an 
odd dual personality. In state 
politics the Democratic Party is 
no party at all but a multiplicity 
of factions struggling for office. In 
national politics on the contrary 
the party is the solid south; it is, 
or at least has been, the 
instrument for the conduct of the 
‘foreign relations’ of the south 
with the rest of the nation. 
(V.O. Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation)

(Levitzky and Ziblatt, p.204)



The Big Question for this Course in Light of this History: 
Should We Hold Out for Better Parties and Partisanship? 
Or are the Philosopher and Realists Right that there is an 

Indissoluble Tension Between Political Parties and Modern 
Representative Democracy

I. The Philosophical Critique
II. The Sociological Critique
III. Do We Ask Parties to Do too Much? And Citizens to Do too Little?



The Philosophical Critiques: 
Rousseau, Madison and Marx



One Fundamental Consequence of the Social Contract: 
Persons Acquire Dual Identities as Both Citizens and Subjects



The Will of All vs. The General Will 
And the Problem of Factionalism

It follows from what has gone before that the general will is always right and tends to the public 
advantage; but it does not follow that the deliberations of the people are always equally correct. Our will 
is always for our own good, but we do not always see what that is; the people is never corrupted, but it is 
often deceived, and on such occasions only does it seem to will what is bad.
There is often a great deal of difference between the will of all and the general will; the latter considers 
only the common interest, while the former takes private interest into account, and is no more than a 
sum of particular wills: but take away from these same wills the pluses and minuses that cancel one 
another, and the general will remains as the sum of the differences.
If, when the people, being furnished with adequate information, held its deliberations, the citizens had no 
communication one with another, the grand total of the small differences would always give the general 
will, and the decision would always be good. But when factions arise, and partial associations are formed 
at the expense of the great association, the will of each of these associations becomes general in relation 
to its members, while it remains particular in relation to the State: it may then be said that there are no 
longer as many votes as there are men, but only as many as there are associations. The differences 
become less numerous and give a less general result. Lastly, when one of these associations is so great as 
to prevail over all the rest, the result is no longer a sum of small differences, but a single difference; in this 
case there is no longer a general will, and the opinion which prevails is purely particular.
It is therefore essential, if the general will is to be able to express itself, that there should be no partial 
society within the State, and that each citizen should think only his own thoughts... But if there are partial 
societies, it is best to have as many as possible and to prevent them from being unequal… (II.III, p.61)



Madison’s View of Factions and Parties from Federalists 10
By a faction, I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who 
are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adversed to the rights of other citizens, 
or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community…
As long as the reason of man continues fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed. 
As long as the connection subsists between his reason and his self-love, his opinions and his passions will have a 
reciprocal influence on each other; and the former will be objects to which the latter will attach themselves. The 
diversity in the faculties of men, from which the rights of property originate, is not less an insuperable obstacle to a 
uniformity of interests. The protection of these faculties is the first object of government. From the protection of 
different and unequal faculties of acquiring property, the possession of different degrees and kinds of property 
immediately results; and from the influence of these on the sentiments and views of the respective proprietors, 
ensues a division of the society into different interests and parties.
The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man; and we see them everywhere brought into different 
degrees of activity, according to the different circumstances of civil society. A zeal for different opinions concerning 
religion, concerning government, and many other points, as well of speculation as of practice; an attachment to 
different leaders ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and power; or to persons of other descriptions whose 
fortunes have been interesting to the human passions, have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed them 
with mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate 
for their common good. So strong is this propensity of mankind to fall into mutual animosities, that where no 
substantial occasion presents itself, the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been sufficient to kindle their 
unfriendly passions and excite their most violent conflicts. But the most common and durable source of factions has 
been the various and unequal distribution of property…The regulation of these various and interfering interests 
forms the principal task of modern legislation, and involves the spirit of party and faction in the necessary and 
ordinary operations of the government.






