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1 Introduction

In 1972, David Broder declared: “The Party’s Over”
, suggesting that in the nearer future one could observe the dissolution of the American Parties and witness a non-partisan political system. However, thirty-one years after his book was published, the Republicans and Democrats are still in existence and seem to refuse to leave the political arena. The parties have proven to be adaptable and durable, as John Bibby likes to point out. New findings even suggest that the parties have regained strength in the new millennium. These findings make it necessary to revise the party decline thesis.


Paralleling the discussion about their decline, the parties underwent an era of reform and reorganization. These party reforms, namely the McGovern.Fraser Reforms within the Democratic Party, were initially designed to bring more democracy to party procedures, especially candidate nomination and, thus, to encourage broadly based participation and representation. They did effectively change the structure of the parties, sometimes in unintended ways. Some reform measures reinforced the trend within the electorate of increasing alienation from the parties. Other changes in party structure can clearly be seen as a reaction to reconquer traditional grounds that were previously lost to private campaign consultants, PACs, and the media.

Political scientists such as Bibby, Cotter, Klumpjan, Eldersveld et al. have argued that the future of the parties might not be quite as bleak as their colleagues Burnham, Wattenberg, and Broder portray it to be. They emphasize that never before had the national party organizations more legal control over the state parties and the delegate selection process to national conventions. Never before were the national committees better staffed, equipped, and funded to aid their members in campaigning and training, for example.


In the following paper, indicators for the declining or renewed salience of parties in the United States will be examined. Furthermore, the limitations of the party decline theory will be shown. This paper will focus on the period from 1952 until today. In the second chapter, it will be examined under which circumstances the parties have to operate and how they reacted to counter the effects of declining partisanship.

2 From party decline to party resurgence: Statistical examinations 1952-2000

2.1 Party decline: Alienation, negativity, or neutrality? The period 1952-1980 

In 1981, Martin P. Wattenberg published an article in the American Political Science Review, offering a reinterpretation of the party decline in the electorate. Up until then, it was widely accepted that alienation of the electorate from the parties was the reason for the decline. Rejecting this popular view, Wattenberg used a wide array of data collected by the Survey Research Center/Center for Political Studies at the University of Michigan to show that the link between parties and their respective candidates had been substantially weakened in the recent past. Therefore, parties appeared to be increasingly meaningless to the electorate.


In his study, Wattenberg focussed the party decline theory on the party-in-the-electorate since he noted that the parties as organizations or the party-in-government had been substantially less affected by the declinine of partisanship. Opposing the theories of Nie, Verba, and Petrocik who saw a general trend towards alienation from parties, he showed that the increase of alienation could be neglected and that people rather tended to develop a neutral attitude than a negative (cf. 941).

The thesis of alienation rests on the basic assumption that voters do not see basic differences between the parties. Furthermore, an increased distrust in the government is related to the rise in voter independence. Wattenberg finds little support for both assumptions. The proportion of respondents to the National Election survey who continued to see crucial differences between the Democrats and Republicans remained stable with minor differences between survey years. Between 1976 and 1980 this rate even increased proving the first assumption to be wrong. In addition, Wattenberg does not find any correlation between declining partisanship and the rise of political cynicism (cf. 942).

He proceeds to offer an alternative explanation to the alienation hypothesis. To him it is equally plausible “that citizens simply see the parties as less relevant than in the past and hence their feelings towards them are more neutral than negative” (944). In the past, research about parties had focussed on the on the affective and behavioral aspects of the electorate, neglecting the evaluative dimension of their attitudes towards parties. Ticket splitting, for example, is frequently mentioned as a sign of party rejection. It could be argued though that splitting the vote may simply mean that party members disagree with the presidential nominee of their party and therefore do not cast their vote in support of this particular candidate. So ticket splitting might just as well be seen as an indicator of the parties’ ability to control the nomination of their candidates. Miller’s and Levitan’s theory is ambivalent because it is widely accepted that through the introduction of primaries and the unmatched power of the media the parties have lost a great deal of control over the candidate selection process (cf. 945).

To assess how the feelings towards the party in the electorate have changed, Wattenberg uses data collected in every presidential election year since 1952. Respondents were asked about their likes and dislikes about the Democrats and Republicans. Of the five coded responses, he subtracted the number of negative from the number of positive comments. Accordingly, he then classifies respondents as positive, neutral or negative towards the respective party and places them in the categories negative-negative, negative-neutral, neutral-neutral, positive-negative, positive-neutral, and positive, positive. For the exact results see Appendix, Table 1. Surprisingly, the aggregated data do not show the expected sharp rise in the negative categories as would be expected from people who are rejecting parties. The opposite is the case. Between 1952 and 1980 the negative attitudes have remained fairly stable or even decline as in the negative-neutral column.

The most dramatic change takes place in the neutral-neutral column. The proportion of respondents feeling neutral about either party rises from 13% in 1952 to 36,5% in 1980. Furthermore, this change was steady and preceded the era of declining partisanship. One also notices a decline of the polarized partisans who feel positive about one party and negative about the other. Between 1952 and 1980 their share drops drastically from 50,1% to 27,3%. Especially the ten percent drop from 1952 to 1956 seems to imply that the New deal issues seemed to loose their salience to the electorate and therefore affected the electorate’s perception of the salience of the parties (cf. 945-46).

Wattenberg continues to examine why this clear trend towards neutrality emerged within the electorate. One offered explanation is that within this period candidates had gained increased independence from their parties and through the use of private campaign consultants and funding no longer needed parties to win elections (cf. 947). One should bear in mind, though, that not one independent candidate has ever won a presidency and only a few become governors or congressional members. This fact as such puts candidates’ independence from parties in perspective (cf. Bibby 378). What becomes apparent is that voters no longer associate specific issues with parties but with certain candidates instead. Wattenberg’s findings support the theory that parties have become less relevant to the electorate than candidates in terms of problem-solving competence (cf. Wattenberg 947).

Clearly, this was the case for domestic issues and foreign policy. Domestic issues were almost exclusively associated with parties in 1952. Only 2.7% of the respondents mentioned domestic issues solely with reference to candidates compared to 53.3% who referred to parties when considering domestic policy. Twelve years later, the ratio shifted significantly towards the candidates, with more respondents mentioning domestic issues only in terms of candidates. By 1980, 27.7% cited candidates only in connection with these issues compared to 11.0% citing parties only. The same trend prevailed in foreign policy. Foreign policy was mentioned in connection with candidates by 19.5% of respondents in 1964 and by 41.6% in 1980 lying ahead of the parties by 38.1%. The trend towards more candidate-centered politics therefore seems to be crucial for the development of neutrality towards parties in the electorate. As candidates receive increasing media attention the parties move out of the spotlight, it appears. Voters seem not to translate their likes and dislikes, which they feel about leaders into likes and dislikes about the parties (cf. 947).

It is not only candidate’s increased salience but rather a deteriorating relationship between parties and candidates that prevails. The link the electorate makes between parties and candidates has been substantially weakened. Wattenberg assumes that if only the importance of candidates had increased, more people would cite leaders when asked about likes/dislikes of the parties. But if the connection between candidates and parties is not made anymore, one might assume that the opposite is the case. Fewer people would be mentioning leaders in the likes/dislikes question. To prove the disconnection of the two, he compares election years with similar leadership situations to exclude exogenous factors such as incumbency. Such situations can be found as well in1956 and 1972 with popular incumbents running as in 1964 and 1976 when recent mid-term successors to the presidency were competing. 

As a sign for the deteriorating linkage can be seen that in 1956 34,4% named Eisenhower as a reason for liking the Republicans, for example. Only 19.0% said they liked the Republicans because of Nixon in 1972. The comparable figures for Johnson in 1964 are 20.4% and for Ford in 1976 14.5%. In addition, when people were asked what they disliked about the Democrats, more people mentioned party leaders in 1956 than in 1972 despite the fact that McGovern was highly unpopular. 9.4% expressed discontent of the incumbent party’s leadership in 1956 while in 1972 the figure was only 3.4%. As shown, rising neutrality towards parties can be partially explained by the fact that fewer voters are translating their likes and dislikes about candidates into likes and dislikes about the parties. Candidates are perceived to be further away from parties in 1980 than in 1952 (cf. 949).

Wattenberg’s findings offer more hope for party renewal. Clearly, the trend in the electorate is not determined by negative feelings but rather by neutrality. In order to revitalize their salience in society, parties would not have to overcome negativity or have to restore public trust in the government. Instead they faced another serious problem. People viewed them as less relevant for solving the most urgent issues of the day. Major new issues, which may lead to realignment, may not necessarily help the parties to rebuild their base of support. This is unless the parties are able to prove that they provide meaningful functions that candidates alone cannot (cf. 950).

2.2 Party revitalization: 1980-2000

Examining the period from 1980 to 2000, Marc J. Hetherington finds that the party in the electorate has experienced a noteworthy resurgence. According to him, increased partisan polarization in Congress has clarified the ideological differences between the parties and, in turn, helped to increase party importance and salience on the mass level once again. Using the same measures as Wattenberg, his findings support the thesis that the trend towards neutrality has not only stopped but reversed, now pointing towards party resurgence. The behavior of elites (here: Members of Congress) is a crucial factor in effecting the perception of parties within the electorate.


Again, Hetherington focuses on the data collected by the National Election Study. Placing voters in the same categories as Wattenberg, he is able to show that between 1980 and 1996 those in the neutral-neutral column declined by six percent while those liking one party but not the other rise by the same amount. For the first time since 1972, the polarized partisans have the lead over those feeling indifferent about parties again.
 By far, this movement towards greater partisanship has not yet reached the high-level of 1952 but a tendency towards revitalized partisanship is still evident.


To Hetherington, the use of the likes/dislikes measures shows significant problems. Respondents are classified as neutrals if they unwittingly provide the same amount of likes as dislikes or do not give any answers at all. He simply replaces this method by feeling-thermometers, which have a clear neutral point and make it easy for respondents to give valid answers. Similar to Wattenberg, Hetherington then can cast respondents in the same categories of positive, neutral or negative towards one party. 


The most drastic change can be seen in the positive-negative category, which rose by over 40% from 1980 to 1996. In 1996 almost half of the respondents feel positive about one party and negative about the other one while only about ten percent respond neutrally. Furthermore, the mean total number of likes and dislikes respondents provide has risen after reaching its low in the 1980 election cycle. This shows that in the 1990’s parties reached more salience and importance than during the 1970’s and 1980’s. As mentioned above, split ticket voting has been quoted as a major sign for a deteriorating relationship between candidates and their parties and the trend in the electorate towards neutrality. Hetherington can show that a higher percentage of voters cast a straight vote in 1996 than in any year since 1964. Among voters who voted for major party presidential candidates this trend is even stronger and has increased progressively since 1980 (cf. 620-21). (Fig. 3) 


Although this data suggest that the trend of party decline has reversed, it is important to examine why mass-opinion has changed. According to recent public opinion theories, elite behavior is at the center of individual opinion change. If political elites provide party-oriented rather than issue-oriented cues, then the public will respond in a more party-oriented than issue-oriented manner. The electorate will fail to do so if such cues are not provided for. “Because greater ideological differences between the parties on the elite level should produce a more partisan information stream, elite polarization should produce a more partisan mass response.” (621-22). One could also term such a development the “trickle-down” effect of politics. Because elites represent a relative minority compared to the public, opinion change will happen faster within this small group than within the electorate whose opinion “tends to move glacially if at all” (621). Elites are at the center of media attention, for example. Henceforth, changed opinions spread to the public faster.


Hetherington evaluation of polarization of the House Democratic and Republican caucuses from 1949 to 1997 shows that at first polarization declined from the 1940’s to the 1970’s. In the late 70’s polarization began a steady rise again. This behavior corresponds, but slightly precedes, the measures of mass-partisanship observed by Hetherington and Wattenberg. Mass-Partisanship seems to react to elite behavior. As reasoned before, elite polarization helps to clarify party positions for the public, making it easier for the voter to see differences and realize that they provide for a choice. The fact that since 1980 the number of respondents who see important differences has risen markedly and reached its highest level of 63% in 1996 suggests that clarity has increased. But the figure alone does not provide an answer why greater clarity has occurred. Since ideological polarization coincided with this, it is reasonable to assume that those differences are a likely reason (cf. 623).

People are now better able to array the parties ideologically, placing the Democrats to the left of the Republicans, and to perceive a greater distance between their stances. 63% of those questioned in 1996 place the parties correctly on the political spectrum, compared to 50% between 1984 and 1990. In addition, they see a widening gap between the ideological standpoints. Those increases occurred shortly after elite polarization could be observed. “When people perceive that who wins and loses will lead to distinct futures, they should develop more partisan feelings and become more inclined to organize politics in partisan terms” (624). People tend to be more concerned about who dictates policy when parties provide real choices and people come to realize that Democrats and Republicans pursue different courses. Attachment to one party or the other becomes more consequential therefore (cf. 624).

To sum up the results, one can say that voters today are more polarized, liking one party and disliking the other, less inclined to feel neutral towards both parties, and better able to name the differences between and their likes and dislikes about the parties. In consistency with most public opinion theories, which place elite behavior at the core of public opinion, these changes were initiated by greater ideological polarization in Congress that has produced a more partisan electorate compared to thirty years ago. Increased ideological differences and partisanship allow less sophisticated Americans to connect their vote with their values and interests which should result and more effective participation. Clear party lines reassure voters with a less formal education or little interest in politics that their voting choice represents their values (cf. 629).

Further empirical evidence for party resurgence is provided for by the 2000 elections. Over 90% of party identifiers proved faithful to their party’s nominee and straight ticket voting for President and House was above 80%. The public’s reaction to the chaos following the close election was also greatly partisan. 90% of Republicans criticised Gore’s attempt to contest the Florida election results while 80% of the Democrats approved of his actions. As Hetherington points out that while he proved that parties are strengthening once again this must not necessarily mean that unified government occurs automatically. This will only result from a significant identification advantage among regular voters. As third-party candidates and divided government are regular features of the political environment, it remains easy enough for scholars of rank and file to continue to proclaim party decline. Today, candidate quality and fund-raising play a dominant role in understanding which people split their vote and why (cf. 629-30).

In the next chapter, it will be examined how the parties reorganized on the national level to provide for high-quality candidates and coordinated fund-raising. The development towards strong national party organizations during the last thirty years might have assisted and amplified greater elite polarization.

3 The Nationalization of parties

American Parties in the second half of the 20th century have clearly transformed. They became more national in scope and more active, therefore promoting greater linkage among the stratartichal levels of the party organisation. Before examining the effects of this transformation, one has to ask why these changes came about. One reason is, as pointed out above, the increasing volatility of voting behavior in the electorate. In addition, parties are facing a changed “structure of political opportunities” as Schlesinger likes to put it.
 


One of the changes frequently mentioned is the increasing number of state primaries for selection of presidential nominees. Although the McGovern-Fraser commission of the Democratic Party did not explicitly intend this increase, it proved to be the easiest way for state party organizations to meet the requirements of the commission. Primaries were best suited to guarantee the seating of the state delegation in the national convention (cf. Schlesinger 1162, cf. Bibby 201). The Republicans were affected by these rules changes as well because in most states the introduction required a state law. In turn, this rules change increased candidates’ independence. Jimmy Carter, for example, greatly profited from the abolishment of the unit-rule. The new rules, which made it possible for contestants to receive proportional representation in a state delegation, allowed Carter to constantly gather delegates in states whose primaries he had never won (cf.Bibby 216). Primaries also made efforts possible to unseat incumbent presidents like Reagan in 1976 or Kennedy in 1980. It is important to notice though that primaries do not reduce or preclude the need for organization or linkage with other party offices (cf. Schlesinger 1163).


The second important change was the changing of voting rules. The voting age was lowered and minorities, such as Afro-Americans in the South, were guaranteed the right to vote. A third arena of reform has been in the rules of campaign finance. The introduction of the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) in 1974 made it impossible for candidates to rely on a few “fat cats” to fill their war chests.
 Receiving campaign funds from small sources makes increased organizational efforts unavoidable. An even greater incentive to coordinate organizational efforts is the above mentioned flexibility of the electorate. The more party organizations of every level must increase their efforts due to a more competitive “market”, the more they need the help of others and can, in turn, provide other strata with the same help (cf. Schlesinger 1167).


Facing a more competitive environment, the parties started to consolidate their finances and organisations. In the wake of Watergate, the Republicans began with focussing on their Washington headquarters. Under the leadership of Bill Brock, the Republicans introduced a professional system of “direct-mail-soliciting” allowing them to ask thousands of voters for contributions to Republican campaigns. The financial success was immense. For example, the Republican National Committee, the National Republican Congressional Committee, and the National Republican Senatorial Committee were able to collect over 300 million dollars during the 1983/1984 election cycle. Thus, they were able to finance roughly one third of their candidates campaign costs. Furthermore, they collected more money than they were allowed to contribute directly to the candidates under the regulations of the FECA. Excess money was used for reinvestments to the direct-mail programs, to increase candidate services like campaign and staff training, and to build up a professional media center designed to produce TV-spots. To circumvent the regulations of the FECA, the parties invested so-called soft-money for issue-advocacy
, get-out-the-vote drives, and campaign polling. Their sound financial basis even allowed the Republican Party to support regional and local candidates, henceforth strengthening the ties between the different party-nuclei. State parties were equipped with modern technology, advisors were sent out to assist in statewide campaigns and aids were granted so the state party could maintain a full-time staff.


As the parties came to realize the importance of Political Action Committees (PAC’s), the Republicans as well as the Democrats were eager to establish and maintain steady relationships with those PAC’s, which are ideologically close to party positions (Welz 37). Nowadays, parties have a “brokerage” function between candidates and PAC’s. They introduce PAC’s and candidates to each other and supply information about the chances of candidates to the PAC’s. While the Democrats, for reasons of efficiency, rely on much larger “Cattle Shows”, the Republicans can use the more intimate “Dog and Pony Show” approach for they are financially better off.


The “nationalization” of the Democrats took place at the beginning of the 1980’s, after Carter lost the presidency to Reagan. The fact that the Democrats were by far the less ideologically coherent party and that Democrats traditionally relied more upon outer organizations like unions for campaigning made it slightly harder to reorganise. Copying Republican approaches, they set out to restructure their financial basis. Most of the revenue went into the expansion of the party headquarters and into debt reduction. Until today, the Republicans are the better financed and staffed party. But the gap is narrowing. Just like the Republicans, the Democrats maintain close relationships with the PAC’s and were able to even convince some “corporate PAC’s”, traditionally closer to the GOP, to contribute to Democratic campaigns (cf. Welz 38). In the 1980`s, it was especially Tony Coelho, chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign committee, who was able to clarify  that “Not all Democrats are anti-businness; Democrats will retain control of the House for the remainder of this century; and PAC’s who side with the Republicans shall pay a political price for doing so,”
. It is noteworthy that the nationalization of the Democrats was caused by procedural reforms while the National Republicans can rely upon their financial dominance (Welz 42).


Within the last 30 years both national party headquarters have emerged as central service providers for their candidates. They provide for professional staff, equipped with high tech for polling or the development of sophisticated media campaigns. They offer seminars for candidate and campaign training. They aid their candidates in conducting legally financed campaigns in a time where party and campaign financing is heavily regulated. Last but not least, they contribute considerable amounts of money to the candidates’ war chests. Although these donations may amount to only about 10 percent on average it should be difficult to come up with this money without the parties as mediators between contributors an candidates. As the parties became a primal source for money, it enabled them to exert greater influence upon their elected officials. Overall, one can say that the parties have recovered ground as campaign service providers that had previously been lost to sources outside the parties. In addition, they conduct research on issues which should enable them to promote further ideological coherence in the future. 

4 Conclusion

America’s parties are alive and well. Partisanship from 1952-1980 was clearly declining. This trend had started much earlier but no statistics of use were available. Party machines lost their function as providers of social security during the New-Deal era to the state. At the same time, campaigns and elections became much more candidate-centered. Candidates more and more relied on the expertise of their private media and campaign consultants. Therefore the link between them and their respective parties seriously deteriorated.


As Wattenberg’s findings suggest, the trend in the electorate was towards neutrality rather than negativity. Assumptions that the decline in partisanship was due to distrust in the government or parties that did not differ from each other could not found to be true. Rather, the parties lost their public salience and were not perceived to be important anymore. Voters did not translate their likes and dislikes about candidates into opinions about parties. It is important to stress that neutrality prevailed. Had the parties had to overcome negative attitudes, the road to resurgence would have been much harder than it was.


Starting roughly with Reagan’s first term in office, Hetherington presents data that show partisanship to be rapidly climbing. The electorate has become more polarized and positive-negative has replaced neutral neutral as the modal category. In addition, a higher percentage of voters cast a straight vote for congressional and presidential elections in 1996. Split-ticket voting is on the decline.


The reason for  revitalized partisanship within the electorate and increased party salience is elite behavior. As the Members of Congress became more ideological, the clearer the difference between the parties were to the voters. It is easier for the voters nowadays to distinguish between Democrats and Republicans and to assess which party represents their prefferences best.


The discussion about their declining salience was paralleled by major efforts to reorganize the parties’ structure. Corresponding with the needs of the day, parties became more national in scope, built a sound financial base, and now are able to provide their candidates with an efficient “vehicle” to get elected. The National and Congressional Committees are better staffed, equipped, and financed today so they came to play a great role in candidates’ campaigns again.


Future research could focus on the partisan development of the electorate and investigate the role different party levels play not only in campaigning but in day-to-day politics. How far is the National and Congressional Committees’ influence on their elected officials? What measures of enforcing party discipline do they have today and to what extend can such measures serve to establish a coherent ideology within the party? 

5 Appendix

Table 1

[image: image1.png]Table 3. Trends in the Public’s Evaluations of the Two Major U.S. Parties,
1952-1980 (Percent)

Negative-  Negative-  Neutral- Positive- Positive- Positive-

Negative Neutral Neutral Negative Neutral Positive N
1952 3.6 9.7 13.0 50.1 18.1 5.5 1799
1956 29 9.0 15.9 40.0 233 8.9 1762
1960 1 7.5 16.8 414 24.2 83 1164
1964 4.4 11.2 20.2 384 20.6 5.0 1571
1968 10.0 13.8 17.3 37.5 17.4 4.1 1557
1972 7.9 12.6 29.9 30.3 14.7 4.7 1372
1976 7.5 11.8 313 31.1 13.7 4.5 2248
1980 5.0 8.6 36.5 27.3 17.7 4.8 1614

Source: National election studies conducted by the University of Michigan’s Survey Research Center/Center for
Political Studies.
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Table 2
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Table 3
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Table 4
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