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Toward a More Responsible
Two-Party System

NP

Report of the Corpmittee on Political Parties,
American Political Science Association

Part I. The Need for
Greater Party Responsibility

1. The Role of the Political Parties

1. The Parties and Pi:ztic Policy. Throughout this report political parties are treated
as indispensable irstruments of government. That is to say, we proceed on the
proposition that popular government in a nation of more than 150 million people requirgs

political parties which provide the electorate with a proper range of choice betw o
tives of action. The party system thus serves as the main device for bringing into

m relationship those ideas about liberty, majority rule and leadership
which Americans are largely taking for granted.
For the great majority of Americans, the most valuable opportunity to influ-
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tions. While in.an election the party alternative Deces
2ens eC D X 5, . ” . . ~
form of a choice between candidates, putting a .partlcul?fr candidage
sarily takes the ormEnd in itself. The concern of the parties with candidates
i s an s ik o
i = ents is misunderstood if it is assul"_‘ed that parties can afford ¢,
tions and appointiy fice without regard to the views of those so selecteq. Ac

it for o ; A ; 2
bring forth aspirants for ith the direction of public affairs, Party
, arty Stru S .
mall?. tl?e a‘f o more than a means to this end. Tn short, party politics in-
nominations are licy in one way or another. In order to k%m'es

evitably involves pfxblic p:elations T ach and public policy.
must ¢

This is not to ignore that in thel past the Am.eric;n tw%—party system hag
hown little propensity for evolving original or c.:reatlve Kcasa O_m public P(_)licy;
shown lictle p been rather sluggish in responding to such ideas in the public i.
that it h}:las e-‘;e:;ﬂects in an enlarged way those differences throughout the coyy.
:yre:rt};li:: :;;e expressed in the operation of the. federal structure of governmeny;
and that in all political organizations a considerable measure of irrationality

’ elec_

manifests itself.
Giving due weight to each of these factors, we are nevertheless led to conclude

that the choices provided by the two-party system are_valua}ble to the American
people in proportion to their definition in terms of public policy. The reasons for the
growing emphasis on public policy in party politics are to be found, abqve all, in the very
operations of modern government. With the extraordinary growth of the responsibili-
ties of government, the discussion of public affairs for the most part makes sense
only in terms of public policy.

2. The New Importance of Program. One of the most pressing recuirements of
contemporary politics is for the party in power to furnish a general kind of direction
over the government as a whole. The crux of public affairs lies in the necessity for more
effective formulation of general policies and programs and for better integration of all of the
far-flung activities of modern government.

Only large-scale and representative political organizations possess the quali-
fications needed for these tasks. The ascendancy of national issues in an indus-
trial society, the impact of the widening concern of government with problems of
the general welfare, the entrance into the realm of politics of millions of new
voters—all of these factors have tended to broaden the base of the parties as the
largest political organizations in the country. It is in terms of party programs that

political leaders can atempt to consolidate public attitudes toward the work plans of
government.

Modem public policy, therefore,

accentuates the importance of the parties, nOt
as mere brokers between different g

TLY system that is needed must be democratic, T
IS accountable to the public, respects and ex;
is able to cope with the great problems ©

Sponsible and e ective—a
Presses differences of
modern governmen. )

System that
Opinion, and

v
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1. An effective party Sygtemn requires, first, that the parties are able to bring forth pro-
s t0 which they commit themselves and, second, that the parties possess sufficient in-
rnal cohesion £0 CATTY out these PTOgT{ImS, i
€ Cleatly such a degree of unity within the parties cannot be brought about without
Aty pq-ocedw’es that give a large body of people an opportunity to share in the develop-
ment of the party program. .. . =
9 TW”EJ%CMDDMML The argument for a stronger party
system cannot be divor.ced from measures designed to make the parties more fully
accountable to thf? public. Th.? fundamemal requirement of such accountability is a two-
party System in which the. opposition party acts as the critic of the party in power, develop-

ing, defiming and presen olicy alternatives

reaching pUblic decisions.

Anything as close to the vital process of representative government as the
party system is ‘bound to affect the ngtion’s political life in more than one way.
Whatever impairs the essential operation of the party system also produces serious
difficulties in other spheres of national existence. Inaction in the face of needed
change in this central area therefore increases the dangers which may be present.

Four of these dangers warrant special emphasis. The first danger is that the inade-
quacy of the party system in sustaining well-considered programs and providing broad pub-
lic support for them may lead to grave consequences in an explosive era. The second
danger is that the American people may go too far for the safety of constitutional govern-
ment in compensating for this inadequacy by shifting excessive responsibility to the Presi-
dent. The third danger is that with growing public cynicism and continuing proof of the
ineffectiveness of the party system the nation may eventually witness the disintegration of
the two major parties. The fourth danger is that the incapacity of the twolparties for consis-
tent action based on meaningful programs may rally support for extremist parties poles
apart, each fanaticall bent on imposing on the country its particular panacea. .

3. The Danger of Overextending the Presidency. The presidency is the greatest po-
litical office in this country. There is no other republic, in fact, that entrusts to its
President as much constitutional responsibility as Americans have entrusted to the
President of the United States.

He is the Chief Executive, and as such in command not only of the civilian de-
partments of the Federal Government but also of the whole military establishment. His
executive authority puts at his disposal all the administrative resources—in manage-
ment, fact—finding, analysis and planning—that are available in the departmental sys-
tem. By making authoritative legislative proposals and exercising his veto power, the
Pfésident under the Constitution has a significant share in the work of Congress. In ad-
dition, he is the central figure in the leadership of his party, in and out of Congress.

It is still more important, perhaps, that the President is the only politically re-
Sponsible organ of government that has the whole nation as constituency. Elected

y the people at large, the President must look upon himself as its spokesman. In
Im alone a]] Americans find a single voice in national affairs. '
- It is therefore a natural tendency that time and again governmental responsi-
U;)cl)t: i(}): fonnglation of coherent programs aqd unity of action hasfb[e}:\ S,lfrl,c:;il
v e President. He has been charged with the preparation 0 ,
8¢t—the work plan of the Federal Gavernment that goes to Congress for review

!:
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d final determination. He has also been charged Witb the presentatio
and final de momic program, submitted to Congress in the periodic ¢
gcovernmv;en}t1 s ;ieside nt. He cannot relinquish the burden of establishing
reports 0 fﬂ: rican foreign policy. He has been charged with the develq
eral lines of Ame feguard the country’s national security.

coordinated policies to sa ‘ ‘
In each of these large areas, the President is called upon to prepare g,

i e

ground, to initiate the process of program formulation, to come forth "
, -

posed programs for which he is P‘epar.Ed tigessule giojitenl responsibility, As g
result, Congress has the benefit of prior effort and concrete recommendaiop,
This division of functions reflects a sound formulliiazzleolv?d_ In practical expey;.
ence. But to apply it effectively, somewhere depe political support has to be
built up for the governmental program as finally adopted. When there is no other place
to get that done, when the political parties fail to do it, it is tempting once more ¢o turn ¢
the President.

But the President has no magic wand. If he acts in pursuit of a broad program
that has been democratically formulated in his party, nearly all of his party is likely
to put itself behind the measures called for by the program. Then the question of
political support presents no difficulties, which is the solution suggested in this Te-
port. Lacking his party’s support for a broad program, the President is left with only
one course. He can attempt to fill the void caused by the absence of an effective
party program by working up a broad political program of his own.

If he does, however, he has to go out and build the necessary support for that
program through his personal effort without benefit of party. There are people

g party. people who
say tha this is a realistic way of getting somewhere with good poiit:cal ideas, espe-
cially ideas bound to leave cool both Congress and the larger part + the President’s
party. Some others say that the scheme is not the happiest thirg but the only one
practically available under presidential-congressional governmern

Yet can there be much doubt about the ultimate implicaticr:’ %hen the Presi-

dent’s program actually is the sole program in this sense, either his party becomes a flock of

sheep or the party falls aparc. In effect this concept of the presidency disposes of the party

system by maklmg the President reach directly for the support of majority of the voters. It

favors a President who exploits skillfully the arts of demagoguery, who uses the

whole country as his political backyard, and who does not mind turning into the

embodiment of personal government. . . .

i ‘l’r ;".he D;z-nger of Disintegration of the Two Parties. It is a thing both familiar and
o .

v tg ¥ h‘“‘{; ing that many Americans have only caustic words or disdainful shrugs

; shoulder for the party system as it operates today. . . .

k _chance that the electorate will turm its back upon the two parties is by no means
ade. mic. As a matter of fact, this development has already occurred in considerable part,

and it is still going on. Present conditi o di

Pl s ot s < nditions are a great incentive for the voters to dis*

way  sizable body o . errlne iaries between themselves and the government. Ir.l .

€ electorate has shifted from hopeful interest in the parties

to the opposite attityde, Thi 0
tude. This mass of vo i or his opp
" 1 ters sees itself as the President’ is -
nent’s direct electorg] i s itself as the President’s or

n of the
c°“0mic
the gen.
Pmeng ¢

Continued alienati
1 . 1
parties is an omino(::;itlog bigtinan Increasing numbers of voters and both major
endency. It hag 4 splintering effect and may lead to a system

\
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¢ several smaller parties. A_merican political institutions are
he two-party system to makevlts collapse a small mager.
Orientation of the AT{'IETICGT.I nwo-party system along the lines of meaningful national
ograms - - - is & way of keeping differences within bounds. It is ‘
g the constitutional framework within which the voter may witl
eedom of political choice.

oo firmly grounded upon

a way of reinforc-
wout peril exercise

his fr
e P

The author of the following selection points out that parties can be viewed from vari
ous perspectives. Parties perform important roles in government, but also within the evlan:
torate by encouraging and reflecting partisanship. The role of p;rtues in government a:cd
within the electorate is inextricably linked, requiring party effectiveness in each area if
parties are to do their job.

30

Perspectives on American
Political Parties

N
Martin P. Wattenberg

Political parties have been accorded a preeminent position in the study of American
politics. For nearly a century political scientists have written of the potential of polit-
ical parties to establish effective popular control over the government. Ini a system
designed to fragment political power, parties have been held to be the one institution
capable of providing a unifying centripetal force. The functions that parties have
been said to perform in American society are impressive and diverse. These include

1. Generating symbols of identification and loyalry.
2 Aggregating and articulating polirical interests.
3. Mobilizing majorities in the electorate and in governs

ne ar

4. Socializing voters and maintaining
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mizing dissent and opposition. : .
3 geri‘;:l':l:gg p(;litical leadership and seeking governmental offices.

Institutionalizing, channeling, and socializing conﬂlct. |
. Overriding the dangers of sectionalism and promoting the national
. Implementing policy objectives.
10. Legitimizing decisions of government.
11. Fostering stability in government.

intereStv
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Given all of these functions, many political scientists bave a.lccepted E E
Schattschneider’s famous assertion that moder.n demo;ragy 1s unthlnk‘able save in
terms of parties. Not surprisingly, then, the various indications that political Parties
have weakened in recent years have been met with a great deal of alarm among
commentators on American politics. David Broder, for exam.p.le, has stated flatly,
“The governmental system is not working because the political parties are not
working.” Although most experts would not go so far, few would deny that the de.
cline of American political parties has had a significant impact on the character of
politics in this country.

Perhaps the most frequently cited consequences of the decline of parties are the
growing importance of special interest groups and the dwindling of the principles of
collective responsibility. The result, as Morris Fiorina has written, is that we now
have “a system that articulates interests superbly but aggregates theimn poorly.” The
making of public policy has thus become a more conflictual process with far less
central direction and coherence. Individual policy decisions are ir-reasingly made
by ad hoc coalitions without relation to other policies. As Jimmy Carter found out
during his four years in office, governing without the continuous support of a politi-
cal party is an extremely difficult task.

Yet the question of party decline is a complex one, for political parsies are com-
plex, multifaceted institutions. While most of the attention has been focused on
the aspects of parties that have been weakened, there is evidence suggesting that in
certain aspects parties have been strengthened. According to Malcolm Jewell and
David Olson, for example, state political party organizations have been revitalized

with the result being a more active role for state parties. And on the national level,
Cornelius Cotter and John Bibby have concluded from their extensive study of the

h{story of national party organizations that there has been a growth in terms of in-
stitutionalization and nationalization of the

Thus, although most of the evidence d
global statements about the decay,
(as many have) may lead us to ov

parties in recent years.

oes point toward party decline, to make

decomposition, disappearance, or end of parties

bl Crlo‘t‘)k th-e aspects of parties that have.: not been
veaks order to get beyond the “sky-is-falling” stage in the discussion of par-

ties, it must be recognized that not all the trends match and that evidence about

one particular aspect is not necessarily generalizable to the condition of parties as 2

whole. i
parties all have something in mij : Z
nd « s ot one
observer to another. , but the “something” differs fr

Political scient; :
according to d‘:mlSt; th) i about politjcal parties fall into two main types
noted British author S, E, Finer—“those who think of parties s

N
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ily concerm themSE P €ll parties as Orgamzariqns pel:form functions re-
Jated t© the macl “}11 ty of g SiBREE and ‘the contesting of elections. Those
Jmong this schoo zipv 0h are most empirically oriented study party activists and what
they dos oth_ers study the Varlouli structures qf the parties and how they operate. In
contrast, WIters who concern t emselvAES with what parties are focused mainly on

artisan attitudes among the Prass public. Authors of this school address questions
of alignment and Qeahg.nlmer.lt inithe party system, largely based on micro-level sur-
vey data on party 1der.1t}f1cat10r1_ and voting patterns. . . .

[The study of political partisanship] belongs in the latter category, but what po-
litical parties do . . . [is re.lated.] If it were not for the crucial role that parties play
in the operation of American government, the study of partisanship in the elec-
torate would be far less impOTtant. Furthermore, one can reasonably infer that what
parties are from the perspeCtive of the mass electorate will have a major impact on
what parties do in the political system. For example, if members of the electorate
cast their ballots on the basis of factors other than partisanship, then those public
officials who are elected can be expected to act more as individuals and less as
members of a collective body committed to common goals. Similarly, if the mass
public conceptualizes issues in terms of candidates rather than in terms of parties,
then the direction of public policy can be expected to be hardly any more stable
than the names on the ballot from year to year.

Of course, the flow of causality is by no means a unidirectional one from the
state of parties in the electorate to the state of parties in government. If parties in
government are weakened, the public will naturally have less of a stimulus to think
of themselves potitically in partisan terms. In fac, it will be argued here that one
of the major factors behind the decline of partisanship in the electorate is that par-
ties have becoms less integral in the processes of governing and campaigning,
thereby resuiting in the mass public’s more neutral attitudes toward them. How-
ever, these altered public attitudes have themselves become a major reason why it
will be very difficult to go back and reinstitutionalize political parties. Political be-
havior has a distinct habitual flavor to it—conceptualizing politics in a nonparti-
san and candidate-centered fashion may well become a behavior pattern that could
be difficult to alter. . . .

gs that are.” The former primar-
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Political Parties in Divided Government

Arecurring and important theme of commentators on the American political system is that
the separation of powers between the president and Congress produces a deadlofjk of
democracy. Major constitutional change to unify the president and Congress by creating a
Parliamentary system is unrealistic and completely out of the question. Critics "'f divided
dovernment have proposed more disciplined political parties to unify the president a.nd
Congress, thereby helping to overcome the effects of the separation of powers. P‘f;"“g
3side the fact that the separation of powers itself makes parly government difficult if not



