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Ours is called a constitutional democracy.
In the phrasing of Carl Friedrich, constitu
tionalism (limited government, government
under law are acceptable synonyms) involves
a set of regularized restraints on governmental
power, i.e., restraints that are effective and
workable. Centuries of thought and experi
ence convince us that constitutional govern
ment can be maintained only through a
division of political power sufficient to ensure
that those who would deny liberty to some
may be constrained by real power in the hands
of those threatened, or of others. Its formu
lation varies, but the operative principle
remains constant: Only power can check

we 1 r ~on itutio and laws provide
innumerable examples ofcommitment to that
principle, some going back to the Philadel
phia Convention in 1787, some as recent as
yesterday's act of Congress.

Similarly, certain principles have long been
recognized as essential to a democratic po
litical system. They include popular sover
eignty and popular consultation, the one
ordaining that the only legitimate source of
political power is the people, the other requir
ing that the will of the people be ascertained
and followed. In practice, this means periodic
elections to choose governing officials. In
order that such elections be meaningful mea
sures of popular will, democracy requires the
existence of basic political freedoms, such as
the right to organize for political purposes,
to have freedom of speech and press, and
to participate in elections. When political
choices are being made, the formal decision

rule in democracy gives each participant an
equal vote. In the absence of unanimity,
political decisions are to be made by a simple
majority of participants (i.e., 50 percent plus
one); anything less is, by definition, minority
rule.

I have no doubts about the great virtue
of constitutional government and of democ
racy, nor about the difficulty of arranging
a political system to combine them success
fully. The principal argument of this essay
is that each requires more than is specified
above. Dividing political power to prevent
its abuse is the heart of constitutionalism, but
it is as well an invitation to immobilism,
endangering the capacity of government to
act at all unless some bridging mechanism(s)
can be found. Similarly, even scrupulous
adherence to the democratic principles
sketched above will not yield popular control
of government; some means also must exist
to combine millions of concerns and interests
into a relatively few empowering and yet
constraining instructions for public officials.

The great need in this constitutional democ
racy-and probably in others as well-is thus
for some institution, itself compatible with
both concepts, that is capable of generating
political power from the people and trans
mitting it to public officials, so as to overcome
the fragmentation within the government.
(That fragmentation includes, I might add,
not only the familiar separation of powers
and checks and balances, but also the bic
ameralism of Congress, the autonomy of
congressional committees and subcommit
tees, and the loose structure of the bureau
cracy.) The institutional device that uniquely
satisfies the postulated need is a device that
first emerged in this country almost two
hundred years ago. I refer to the institution
known as the political party.

THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF
POLITICAL PARTIES

Political parties as we know them first
emerged in the last decade of the eighteenth
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By 1840, both th~ Whigs and the Democrats
were well organized and capable of offering
strong competition in all parts of the nation.

The intense party competition of the 1840s
did not last long. By the mid-1850s, slavery
issues were becoming more salient, and more
unmanageable. The Whig party succumbed
to its centrifugal tendencies, and was soon
displaced by the newly formed (1854) Repub
lican party, whose determination to limit
slavery brought enough support from former
Whigs, disaffected Northern Democrats, and
other political elements to win the presidency
for Lincoln in 1860.

That pattern was disrupted by the election
of 1896. When the Democratic party incor
porated the western and southern agrarian
radicals organized as the People's party, the
Republicans skillfully capitalized on the
uneasiness engendered by populism to estab
lish their party, for the first time, as the clearly
dominant party. Bitter internal conflict
among Republicans allowed Democratic vic
tories in 1912 and 1916, but otherwise the
GOP remained the majority party until the
1930s, when its own mistakes and the Great
Depression gave the Democrats the oppor
tunity to displace it.

The Democratic majority that emerged
from the 1930s and 1940s was based on a
broad but unstable combination of big-city
organizations (often built upon ethnic and
racial minorities), organized labor, farmers,
liberal intellectuals, and white voters in the
South. New Deal economic policies caused
some tension, and racial issues began to divide
the southerners. Lyndon Johnson's presid
ency briefly restored and expanded the coa
lition; but the Vietnam war, racial unrest, and
the "New Left"soon fractured the Democratic
majority. In my judgment, there has since
been no party majority of the sort that the
GOP had from 1896 to 1932 and the Demo-

-crats had from 1932 to 1968.

Although today's two major parties were
already competing for office more than 125
years ago, their internal dynamics, the struc
ture of their competition, and the nature of
the issues have changed greatly. For example,

The factional warfare of the 1820s and early
1830s soon led to the disappearance of the
Republican party and the emergence of a
second competitive party system. Emphasiz
ing their adherence to popular sovereignty
and promising new power for the common
man, Andr~w Jackson and his supporters
rallied part of the Republican party-plus a
great many new voters-to form the Demo
cratic party. The opposition, united mostly
by distaste for the Jacksonians, eventually
pulled together the factions from the Repub
lican party attached to John Quincy Adams
and Henry Clay, plus elements once oriented
to the Federalists, to form the Whig party.

As a result, there was little mourning when
the first system soon began to disintegrate.
Mter 1800 the Federalists were never able
to retake the presidency from the increasingly
dominant Republicans; and by 1816 they had
ceased to put forth a presidential candidate,
though a few Federalists hung on in Congress
and in state legislatures for several more years.
Later historians characterized the period from
~l t-o 18-24-as ;he "Efa-of Good Fee-ling ";

but in reality those years were marked not
by exceptional political harmony, but by the
absence of party conflict. In the one-party
system that held sway briefly, politics became
primarily a matter of faction and ·personality.

The emergence of that first party system
brought strong partisan feelings on the part
of both the Republicans and the Federalists.
Each set of partisans believed the other would
subvert the new Constitution, and each poli
ticked vigorously to weaken the opposition.
But: Most of the participants in those battles
were uncomfortable with party politics, and
they justified their involvement as a response
to short-term conditions forced upon them
by the subversive opposition. I

culmination of a line of development reaching
back to colonial and revolutionary experien
ces; it was as well a response to the particular
needs and concerns of those who first sought
to govern under the new Constitution. Party
lines first began to take shape within the new
national government, largely as a result of
Hamilton's efforts to organize support in the
House of Representatives for his ambitious
program. As is usually the case, the Hamil
tonian effort generated a counter-mobiliza
tion led initially by James Madison. Within
a few years, these two intragovernmental
parties, which ..came to be known as the
Federalist and the Republican parties, had
spilled over into the electorate enough to lead
historians to date the first party system from The Civil War brought sufficient uncer-
the presidential election of 1800 and the tainty to the fledgling Republican party to
cDnse~llent displacemen oLth ede.ralist,~.y-.__Iead it to adopt for t e 864 presidential
the Republicans. Thus to Thomas Jefferson election a "fusionist" strategy that gave the
(who had aligned himself with Madison early vice-presidential nomination to a Jacksonian
in the struggle) goes the further honor of being Democrat (and Union supporter) from Ten-
the first president elected by a political party. nessee, Andrew Johnson. His handling .of the

presidency after Lincoln's assassination soon
led to bitter conflict with the Republicans in
Congress. The next decade was a confused
one for the parties as well as the voters, but
the election of 1876 helped to restore a
functioning two-party system and to usher
in twenty years of highly competitive national
elections.

all governments, more or less stifled,
controlled, or repressed; but in
those of the popular form it is seen
in its greatest rankness and is truly
their worst enemy....

It serves always to distract the
public councils and enfeeble the
public administration. It agitates
the community with ill-founded
jealousies and false alarms; kindles
the animosity of one part against
another; foments occasionally riot
and insurrection. It opens the door
to foreign influence and cor
ruption ...

There is an opinion that parties
in free countries are useful checks
upon the administration of the gov
ernment, and serve to keep alive the
spirit of liberty. This within certain
limits is probably true; and in gov
ernments of a monarchical cast
patriotism may look with indul
gence, if not with favor, upon the
spirit of party. But in those of the
popular character, in governments

_____,~..p_urely elective, it is a spirit not _to _
encouraged. - --

But politics in action often outruns politics
in theory. The practical if not the intellectual
foundations for party politics had begun to
develop even before the Revolution. We know
from John Adams's famous description of the
"Caucus Club" that a local prototype of a
political party had developed in Boston by
1763. One might ponder as well the impli
cations of the way that campaigns and elec
tions were conducted in Virginia in the pre
revolutionary and revolutionary periods.
Many of the political arts that came to be
associated with party politics had long been
practiced in the Old Dominion. l

Yet the emergence of recognizable political
parties in the 1790s was more than just the

Let me now . . . warn you in the
most solemn manner against the
baneful effects of the spirit of party
generally....

It exists under different sha es in

I See Charles .S. Sydnor, American Revolutionaries in the
Making: Political Practices in Washington's Virginia (New York:
The Free Press, 1965).

century. They did so in the face of consid
erable hostility rooted in then-prevailing
notions about "party," notions especially
reflective of eighteenth-century English po
litical history, and of the writings of Boling
broke and Hume. James Madison, in the
struggle for ratification, justified the new
Constitution in part on the grounds that it
would ingeniously control the spirit of "fac
tion" (a term often used interchangeably in
those days with "partyj. And all of us recall
the spirit if .not the words of Washington's
Farewell Address in 1796:



recognized part of party politics from the
beginning. Jefferson gave preference in mak
ing presidential appointments to his Repub
lican supporters; Andrew Jackson and his
successors in the presidency were even less
inhibited in their application of the maxim
"to the victor belong the spoils." But even
tually the costs in governmental performance
of wholesale turnovers in personnel became
high enough to bring about the gradual
extension of a merit system for public
employees at the national level, as well as
at the state and local levels. But: For almost
two hundred years, never was it supposed
that hiring and firing public employees for
partisan reasons violated the federal
Constitution.

Thus, when the Supreme Court decided
or' 97, i e very

new ground. The plaintiffs had been patron
age appointees of a Republican sheriff of
Cook County, Illinois. A newly elected Demo
cratic sheriff, consistent with Illinois law and
following weII-established local custom, noti
fied those subordinates who were not covered
by the merit system (about half of his depart
ment) that they would be dismissed unless
endorsed by the local Democratic organiza
tion. The Supreme Court majority decided
that such action violated the plaintiffs' free
dom of association under the First Amend
ment by penalizing them for not being Demo
crats and laid down the principle that political
tests for employment were constitutional only
for offices of a policy-making nature (ofwhich
the courts would be the final judge).

Four years later in Branti v. Finkel (1980)
the Supreme Court returned to the issue of
patronage. Again, the Supreme Court major
ity held that political tests for public employ
ment violated the constitutional right to free
dom of association, but it shifted the criterion
from policy making to whether partisan affili
ation was relevant for job performance (again,
a matter to be· dicially determined).

The majority's line of constitutional rea
soning in the patronage cases would be an
impediment to realization of my earlier sug
gestion that we need more, not less, party
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patronage. The decisions were hardly cata
strophic for political parties, however, since
most public employees already are covered
by merit systems and the few remaining
patronage jobs tend to be used by public
officials to reward their personal organiza
tion, rather than that of the party. But the
cases are quite important for what they reveal
about the majority's attitude toward political
parties. Justice Powell correctly charged in
his Elrod dissent that the majority probably
would be happy if the political parties went
out of business altogether.

Still another line of decisions has the great
est potential to affect the parties. Most of
the law governing national parties and their
quadriennial presidential nominating conven
tions is state law pertaining to the selection
of delegates. For many years the national
parties did not challenge this arrangement,
but in the late 1960s the Democratic party
set in motion a series of "reforms" that led
to confrontation.

Cases arising out of the 1972 presidential
nominations did little to resolve the consti
tutional issues, but clarification came eight
years later in Democratic Party of United
States v. Wisconsin (1981). The Wisconsin
delegates to the 1980 Democratic national
convention, bound by state law to vote for
the winner of the Wisconsin open primary,
were challenged by the national party for
failure to comply with its rule requiring
delegate choices to reflect processes open only
to persons who publicly indicated their affili
ation with the Democratic party. Eventually
the Supreme Court decided that national
party rules take precedence over state law,
stressing that the party's constitutional right
to freedom of association included the right
to say who wo'uld be allowed to participate
in its affairs.

Carried even part of the way to its logical
extreme, the holding in Wisconsin opens the
possibility of constitutional attack on a wide
range of state regulations governing parties.
It is likely that a number of such attacks either
have been or will be launched. One suit that
has come to my attention involves an effort
by the Republican party in Connecticut-the

minority party-to invalidate the state law
requiring closed party primaries. The conten
tion is that the requirement infringes on the
GOP's freedom of association with non
Republican voters who might be enticed to
support Republican candidates in an open
primary.

It appears from this cursory review that
federal courts have established their power
to modify, almost at will, state and federal
laws affecting political parties. Whether such
modifications would bring improvement is
another matter. I find among judges enough
confusion about the proper functions of po
litical parties and how to promote them to
raise serious doubts in my mind about judicial
capability to improve the situation. I must
confess too to some deeply felt misgivings
about puttin the responsibility for sha in
our electoral institutions in the hands of
federal judges appointed for life terms. Such
offends my notions of democratic govern
ment.

CONCLUSION

Careful consideration of the American
political system on the eve of the Bicentennial
of the Constitution inevitably raises a number
of questions as different as they are crucial.
How can we minimize the danger that the
division of power neces'sary for constitution
alism will lead to fragmentation so severe as
to all but immobilize government? How can
we ensure that the electoral system will pro
vide public officials the usable power to
govern in ways consistent with democratic
precepts? Is it true, as argued here, that a
properly functioning political party system is
the best answer to those questions? If true,
what does that entail? And how can it best
be achieved? Can sufficient political energy
be developed to bring about the necessary
changes? Can it reasonably be expected that
judges will use their extreme power to shape
the Constitution to remodel the present party
system in the necessary fashion? A very great
deal hinges on the answer, perhaps even
ultimately-to borrow Jeffersonian phrasing
from a very different context-"our lives, our
fortunes, and our sacred honor."

Persons or institutions may beplaced on the mailing list to receive copies ofthe News Letter by sending a written request to News
Letter, 207Minor Hall, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia 22903. The complete mailing address shouldbeprintedor
typed, and the Zip Code should be included.



campaign organizations, rather than to the
parties that have nominated those candidates.
However, the tendency toward candidate
centered politics is not confined to presidential
elections. More and more, candidates at all
levels of office win nomination and compete
in general elections as political entrepreneurs,
putting together their own personal coalition
of interest groups and individuals, raising
their own campaign funds, and defining their
own stands on issues, not much attached to
or constrained by the political parties of which
they are ostensibly the nominees.

So fundamental are these three changes
that no effort to strengthen the parties will
amount to much if they are not overcome.
The wide variation in conditions, law, and
po 'tics amo g tates an oca'tie dictates
caution in discussing specific steps needed,
but I suggest two guiding principles.

First, efforts should focus on the restora
tion of nominations to the party organization.
Virtually alone among democratic nations of
the world, we promote mass participation in
party nominations as well as in general elec
tions, though nothing in the theory of democ
racy requires it. I have always thought admir
able the Virginia system of allowing party
committees at the various levels of public
office (city, county, district, state) to decide
in each election year whether to nominate
by caucus/convention, direct primary, or
mass meetings. The challenge primary in
Connecticut and several other states offers
another worthwhile alternative; it provides for
caucus/convention nominations, subject to a
closed primary at the request of losers who
win a stipulated minimum of convention
votes.

Whatever the specific remedy, restoration
of the party's control over nominations is
crucial. It probably would improve the quality
of candidates and would also help- to link
llub\ic oftidalsmore closely with their parties,
since candidates would no longer be free to
ignore the party organization. Equally impor
tant, party control of nominations would
be an additional spur to organizational
involvement,

The improvement of incentives for local
party activity is my second guiding principle
to party reform. Though patronage has
serious limitations as an incentive, it also can
be a valuable one. One should not seek a
return to the day when public offices were
ruled by party patronage, and employees in
tum financed the party organization by their
"voluntary" contributions. But surely there
should be room for more patronage than now
exists. Improved incentives for party activity
should not focus exclusively or even primarily
on patronage; other alternatives need to be
developed as well. For example, it may be
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time to provide direct public subsidies to
parties for organizational maintenance at
the local level.

Whether sufficient political support can be
developed to strengthen parties in the indi
cated ways is unclear. The obstacles include
the deep-seated, long-standing bias in Ameri
can political culture against political parties;
the strength of those with a vested interest
in the status quo (particularly the public
officials and candidates who believe that the
present political disarray is an advantage to
them in getting and keeping office, and who
treasure their independence from party lead
ers and cadres); and the shortsightedness of
many present party leaders.

Formidable as they are, such obstacles can
be surmounted, as our political history makes
clear. However, the uncertainty and slow pace
of politically driven change inevitably raise
the question of whether a shortcut could be
found. In American politics, finding a short
cut more often than not means turning to
the courts. To understand the potential and
the danger of judicial review of political
parties, we must begin by considering the
constitutional status of political parties.

PARTIES, THE COURTS, AND THE
CONSTITUTION

When extensive state regulation of political
parties began in the early twentieth century,
prevailing doctrine did not offer much oppor
tunity to raise issues under the federal Con
stitution. In 1941 a limited exception, treating
them as quasi-public bodies subject to the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments, began
to be carved out for one-party states by the
Supreme Court, especially where racial dis
crimination within the party was involved (the
"White Primary Cases''). Apart from such
cases, not until 1968 did the Supreme Court
a ply the federal Constitu io ' way..s -sub
stantially affecting political parties. The deci
sions since 1968 suggest that federal judges
in general and the Supreme Court in par
ticular often have been of two minds about
parties, sometimes supportive of their needs
and functions, and sometimes treating them
as public utilities to be denied ordinary
privileges.3

The door-opening case involved the efforts
of George Wallace in 1968 to obtain a place
on the general election ballot in Ohio for his
American Independent party, despite failure
to meet the very stringent requirements of
state law for newly formed parties. In voiding

3 For a fuller treatment of this topic, see the author's "Parties
at the Bar: Equal Protection, Freedom of Association, and the
Rights of Political Organizations," Journal of Politics (May 1984).

the Ohio law and approving Wallace's place
ment on the ballot, the Supreme Court major
ity in Williams v. Rhodes (1968) relied on
the notion that individual voters would other
wise be denied equal protection of the laws
in violation of the First Amendment guaran
tee of the right peacefully to assemble and
petition for redress of grievances.

The litigation testing state ballot access laws
that was spawned by Williams v. Rhodes
tended for a time to produce Supreme Court
decisions reflecting some appreciation for and
understanding of the crucial role of political
parties in a democratic system. However, the
majority handling of Anderson v. Celebreeze
in 1980 departed significantly from that pat
tern. he case once again invo ved Dhio's
ballot access law, by then substantially
revised. John Anderson, having decided to
abandon his quest for the Republican presi
dential nomination, sought a place on the
Ohio ballot as an independent well after the
law's deadline for parties and independent
candidates alike. A lower federal court order
to Ohio to put his name on the ballot was
upheld, the Supreme Court saying that the
deadline as applied to independents was
unreasonable discrimination against those
"whose political preferences lie outside the
existing political parties." By thus facilitating
independent rather than party candidacy, the
Court signaled a lack of concern with the
organizing of electoral choice.

The cases touching on partICIpation in
party primaries testify to the judges' tendency
to see them as public utilities whose "services"
must be available to all desiring them. One
finds in a number of cases dicta indicating
that the right to participate in party primaries
is as protected by the Constitution as par
ticipation in general elections~ the issue was
directly corrsidem' usper v. Pon l es
(1973). Illinois law limited voting in a party's
primary to persons who had not been affili
ated with another party-including voting in
another party's primary-in the preceding
twenty-three months. In declaring that law
unconstitutional, the Supreme Court asserted
that the plaintiff had a right to associate with
the party of her choice. The majority seemed
unconcerned with the need of parties to limit
participation to bona fide members and
unaware that freedom of association surely
implies an organization's right to exclude
nonmembers, though in the Wisconsin case
discussed below that implication finally
received explicit recognition.

The ballot access and party primary cases
reveal some judicial ambiguity with regard
to political parties, but another line of deci
sions that involve patronage suggests consid
erable antipathy to parties as organizations.
Patronage in fllling public jobs has been a



the post-Civil War parties were almost entirely
free of governmental regulation. Both nomi
nated candidates in caucuses and conven
tions, under exceedingly loose (and often
disputed) rules. Both parties depended heavily.
on "grassroots" organization and electoral
mobilization, one consequence of which was
levels of voter turnout incredibly high by
today's standards.2 In both parties, patronage
and preferments were highly important forms
of reward for pa y cadres. The issues dividing
the parties were largely domestic.

The twentieth century changed all that,
gradually at first and then at an accelerated
pace. One state after another began to reg
ulate in detail party structures and processes.
The direct primary came to be required for
party nominatio s, greatly reducing the role
of the party organization and leadership.
Many local offices, and some statewide ones,
came to be filled in "nonpartisan" elections,
though a mere legal pronouncement to that
effect did not always suffice to bring it about.
The parties came to be more clearly divided
on a wider range of issues, both domestic
and international, and their sectional bases
began to erode, increasing electoral compe
tition at state and local levels.

Changes of the 'sort just suggested have
altered profoundly the role of parties in
American politics. That altered role in turn
bears directly on the contemporary crisis of
our politics.

THE CRISIS OF AMERICAN POLITICS

That something is going wrong in our
politics has been apparent to astute observers
since at least the early 1970s. Diagnoses of
the situation vary, but at the heart of most
is a perception that government is not dealing
effectively with pressing (and seemingly man
ageable) problems, such as inflation and
energy shortage in the 1970s and recession
and towering deficits in the 1980s. Some
blame that failure on a mismanaged presi
dency, others point to an increasingly frag
mented Congress, still others blame outdated
ideologies-there are about as many expla
nations as explainers. Some truth can be
found in many of the analyses, but I suggest
that they overlook the ultimate cause: the
inability of the electoral system to generate
sufficient political power to tum the consti
tutional mill. The key to remedying that
condition in ways consistent with the precepts
of constitutional democracy lies in properly
functioning political parties.

2 Voter turnout in presidential elections from 1876 to 1900
ranged from 75 to 82 percent of the potential (male) electorate,
compared with 53 to 55 percent in contemporary elections;
Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial TImes to 1970,
Part 2, Series Y-27-28 (Washington: Government Printing Office,
]975), based on unpublished data prepared by Walter Dean
~urnham.
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But what are properly functioning political
parties, and how would they differ from
current versions? The great challenge ofdemo
cratic politics is to bring order and direction
from the maelstrom of individual preferences
and values. It is a task requiring many hands,
and we have a great many institutions
including the family, labor unions, business
and professional organizations, civic groups,
schools, and churches-that contribute to the
consolidation of individual preferences into
group interests. Even so, not all concerns
obtain representation in that fashion, and in
any case those processes still leave us with
literally thousands of conflicting and com
peting demands on the government. Legis
lators, executives, and judges cannot possibly
resolve all those conflicts, if for no other
reason than the time and effort required; some
way must be found to aggregate those inter
ests and to reduce their volume to manageable
proportions. Properly functioning political
parties can help to do that.

We need, however, not only the aggregation
of interests but also the capacity within the
government to manage their conflicts. Con
flict resolution is the great responsibility of
government, but it cannot be discharged
effectively unless public officials have power
to act, derived not only from legal and
constitutional authority, but also from solid
political support-which means, ultimately,
popular support. Mobilization of a vast
"army" of supporters cannot be just an elec
tion day phenomenon, however; it must be
an institutionalized, ongoing process, so that
those in the government, majority and minor
ity alike, need not attempt to build a new
electoral coalition for each significant decision
made. Properly functioning political parties
can provide that kind of continuing, orga
nized support.

It is necessary that like-minded elected and
appointed officials be linked to one another
as well as to the electorate. In a system as
fragmented as ours, .with each set of officials
subject to check from others, timely and
decisive action is possible only when a pre
existing consensus and an integrative relation
ship exists among a majority within the
government. Properly functioning political
parties can contribute a great deal to pro
ducing that result.

THE CONDITION OF POLITICAL
PARTIES TODAY

Political parties, I have been arguing, could
aggregate interests, generate continuing po
litical power for public officials, and tie like
minded officials together enough to enable
them to govern. Unfortunately, our parties
today have too little capacity to do so. More
than seventy-five years of accelerating
change-often in the name of reform-have

substantially altered American political par
ties. The most useful approach for my pur
poses is to focus on three broad lines of
change, each the product of numerous par
ticular developments.

There has been, first of all, a marked decline
of parties as organizations at the level of
contact with the electorate. In the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, party organi
zations were mostly city and county affairs,
loosely tied together at the state and local
levels and even more tenuously linked at the
national level. State and national party organs
had few resources and no outstanding roles
other than management of the biennial or
quadrennial party conventions. Party activity
was concentrated at the local level.

That pattern has been changing, especially
in recent years. National and state party
headquarters now have larger staffs and are
doing more than ever before-assisting can
didates, raising money, commissioning voter
surveys, holding workshops, and so on. The
legendary localism of American parties has
been giving way to centralization at the state
and national levels, on the face of it, a
desirable line of development. But: It would
be a mistake to conclude that party organi
zations are therefore more alive and energetic
today. The sad truth is that the increase in
state and national party strength has been
more than offset by a decline in local party
activity.

A second and related change in the party
system is the shift from reliance on interper
sonal channels of political communication to
the impersonality of the mass media of com
munication. As politicians at every level and
in all branches of government have always
understood, political influence is ultimately
based on face-to-face relationships. This
understanding, carried to its extreme, helped
to account for the success of the urban
political machines; indeed, precinct captains
perfected the art. Today, party cadres are
much less visible and much less important
in the communication of political information
and evaluations.The political "word" comes
not from party activists but from journalists
and commentators--even the pronounce
ments of political leaders are filtered through
these agents. Of the several reasons why
reliance on the mass media for political
communication is undesirable, perhaps the
most important is its one-way flow.

The third set of party changes involves the
extraordinary independence of candidates
from their political parties. The law estab
lishing federal funding of presidential elec
tions nicely symbolizes that change in rela
tionship, for it dispenses most public funds
directly to presidential candidates and their
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E
Political Reporter and Columnist, Richmond TImes-Dispatch

Recipient, George Mason Award for Outstanding
Contributions to Virginia Journalism

from Sigma Delta Chi, 1979

CLIFTON McCLESKEY
Professor of Government and Foreign Affairs,

University of Virginia
Author of The Government and Politics of Texas
and Political Power and American Democracy

(forthcoming)

A
Senior Fellow, Governmental Studies Program,

Brookings Institution, Washington, D.C.
Author of The Dynamics of the Party System and The Decline

and Resurgence of Congress

About the site: Named for Francis Lightfoot Lee (a signer of the Declaration of Independence), Leesburg has a particularly rich history
(see Frank Raflo's A Walk Around Leesburg). When the British burned Washington during the War of 1812, the Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution reportedly were brought to Leesburg temporarily for safekeeping.

. The Loudoun County Courthouse (the current structure dates back to 1894) is a most appropriate site for a forum that considers
the role of political parties in the American constitutional system. Perhaps the most famous son of Loudoun County is James Monroe,
the nation's fIfth president, who was elected in 1816 and again in 1820. Monroe's Oak Hill home, completed during his second term of
office, is located several miles south of Leesburg. Monroe's two terms of office corresponded to the "Era of Good Feelings," during which
time virtually all interparty rivalry ceased.

The "Era of Good Feelings" was not entirely free of partisan hostility, as an 1818 duel between two Loudoun County cousins illustrates.
U.S. Senator Armistead Thomson Mason, a Democrat, and Colonel John Mason McCarty, a Federalist, had nursed a personal feud for
several years. Senator Mason was riding in a stagecoach from Richmond with Andrew Jackson, then a senator from Tennessee, and was
advised to demand a proper response from McCarty's latest challenge. Since dueling was outlawed in Virginia, Mason and McCarty crossed
the state line to Bladensburg, Maryland, where McCarty killed Mason with a single musket shot. Mason is buried in the Episcopal graveyard
on North Church Street in Leesburg.

Fortunately, Loudoun County's current political conflicts are fought at the ballot box rather than on a field of honor. As part of
Virginia's Tenth Congressional District, however, the county has witnessed many hotly contested congressional races over the last ten years.
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