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About the Photo In 2006, Jim 
Webb narrowly defeated Virginia Senator 
George Allen, the Republican incumbent 

whom he had endorsed in 2000. Webb graduated 
from the U.S. Naval Academy before serving as 
an officer in the Marine Corps during the Vietnam 
War. Webb served as an assistant secretary of 
defense and then secretary of the navy during the 
Reagan administration. Webb has written six 
best-selling novels and won an Emmy award for 
his PBS coverage of American Marines in Beirut. 

  What is the 

electoral process established by the Constitution, 

and how can citizens affect it?
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Becoming 
a Candidate

THE POLITICAL PROCESS 247

SECTION 1 Public Opinion
Public opinion is the collection of views that large numbers of people hold • 
about issues of public concern.
Public opinion helps direct public policy.• 
Individual opinion is influenced by such factors as family, friends, and age.• 
The media can help shape public opinion.• 
Polls can measure public opinion.• 

SECTION 2 Interest Groups
People who share similar views and goals may form an interest group.• 
Interest groups represent a wide variety of attitudes and opinions.• 
Interest groups can affect public policy.• 

SECTION 3 Political Parties
Political parties are groups of people organized to elect their members to • 
public office. 
The United States has a two-party system.• 
Political parties contribute to the public good by selecting candidates and • 
educating voters.

SECTION 4 The Electoral Process
Candidates for public office can be chosen in a variety of ways. • 
Political parties and political candidates conduct political campaigns to try to • 
win public office.
Voters may be influenced by several factors, such as their religion, • 
experiences, and age.

Our nation’s government is based on constitutional law established by 
the United States Constitution. See the “We the People: The Citizen 
and the Constitution” pages in this chapter for an in-depth exploration of the 
 origins of American political parties.
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TAKING NOTES

 S
ECTION

Main Idea
Public opinion is the collec-
tion of views that people 
hold on public issues. 
Public opinion is important 
because it often influences 
the political process and 
affects the actions the gov-
ernment takes.

Reading Focus
 1. What is public opinion?

 2. How is public opinion formed?

 3. How does the media affect public opinion?

 4. How is public opinion measured?

Key Terms
public opinion
public policy
political socialization
mass media
propaganda 
poll
sample
sampling error
bias 
objectivity
exit poll

1 Public Opinion

The Living Room War In the 
late 1950s and early 1960s in 
Vietnam, a civil war was raging. 

On one side were Communist Viet Cong guerrillas 
and their North Vietnamese supporters. On the other side was 
the anti-Communist government of South Vietnam, supported 
by the United States. American public opinion was generally in 
favor of U.S. efforts in Vietnam, which were seen at the time as 
a way to stop the spread of communism.

As early as 1963, however, some Americans began to 
protest U.S. involvement in South Vietnam. In 1965, U.S. mili-
tary activity in Vietnam increased greatly. By 1968, more than 
540,000 U.S. troops were in Southeast Asia, fighting a fierce 
and bitter war.

As U.S. involvement in Vietnam increased, so did media 
coverage of the war. For the first time in history, people at home 
saw scenes of war unfolding as they watched the evening news 
on television. Many people believe that this nightly “living room 
war” coverage was responsible for a change in public opinion. 
Perhaps influenced by media coverage, the public began to 
believe that the war’s cost in terms of lives, money, and material 
was greater than its perceived rewards. Public opposition to the 
war increased. In 1975, after 12 years of direct involvement and 
faced with mounting public opposition to the war, the United 
States withdrew its last military forces from Vietnam. Today the 
Vietnam War is an example of how public opinion may affect 
public policy. 

The Vietnam War and
Public Opinion

In the late 1960s, reports about the Vietnam War appeared 
frequently on nightly newscasts.

248   CHAPTER 9

Use the graphic 
organizer online 
to take notes on 
factors that shape 
public opinion. 
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What Is Public Opinion? 
The aggregation of views shared by a 
segment of society on issues of interest or 
concern is called public opinion. These views 
may focus on foreign policy, such as the 
Vietnam War, or on domestic or local policy 
issues, such as reducing health care costs or 
debating the need for a new high school. 

Public opinion is complex. For example, 
many people believe that human actions lead 
to global warming. Others disagree: They see 
global warming as a natural phenomenon. 
So public opinion on this issue is divided. 
Also, people who agree on one issue, such as 
global warming, may differ with each other 
on another issue, such as gun control. 

Public Opinion and Public Policy Public 
opinion helps leaders shape public policy—
that is, the choices the government makes 
and the actions it takes in response to a 
particular issue or problem. Public opinion 
also indicates how well the government is 
responding to the will of the people.

Public opinion can be viewed in two 
ways. The first is to consider the “public” as 
a single, centralized body—a large group of 
people concerned about public issues. In this 
view, public opinion may be led, or formed, 
by the decisions and actions of important 
political or social leaders.

For example, in 2002 and early 2003, 
President George W. Bush stated that 
intelligence reports indicated Iraqi president 
Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass 
destruction, which posed a threat to U.S. 
national security. Based on those claims, 
most Americans supported the president’s 
policy of a U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. 
By November 2006, however, public opinion 
about Iraq had changed enough to negatively 
affect the president’s party in the midterm 
congressional elections.

The second view of public opinion is that 
the public is many separate, individual 
“publics,” each with its opinion on one or a 
few issues. Each “issue public” interacts with 
one or more decision makers. In this view of 
public opinion, people’s attitudes lead public 
policy and the public agenda. For example, a 
neighborhood group’s concerns might lead 
the city council to reduce traffic in the area.

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY
aggregation a 
group, body, or mass 
composed of many 
distinct parts or 
individuals

Expressing Public Opinion Responsible 
citizens try to shape public opinion. They 
may express their opinions by writing Web 
logs or letters to the mayor or testifying at a 
public hearing. Active citizens may take part 
in marches or demonstrations. During the 
Vietnam War, for example, thousands of 
antiwar protesters marched in cities and on 
college campuses. 

Many citizens also join and support 
groups or organizations that represent their 
views, such as Mothers Against Drunk 
Driving and Friends of the Earth. Many of 
these organizations have committees that 
donate money to political campaigns or 
provide information to try to influence local, 
state, or federal legislation—public policy 
issues—important to the group. 

Finally, responsible citizens express their 
opinions by voting. The outcome of any 
election—local, state, or federal—reflects 
overall public opinion about the candidate 
or issue being voted on. But voting behavior, 
whether in a presidential election or a town’s 
mayoral race, is complex. People may vote 
for a candidate because he or she agrees with 
their general views, is the incumbent, shares 
their view on a single issue—such as cutting 
taxes—or just seems more friendly or likable 
than the other candidates.

 Identifying the Main Idea How 
is public opinion related to public policy?

In what year was the difference between public support 
for and public opposition to the Vietnam War greatest?  

Skills
FOCUS INTERPRETING CHARTS
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Media Impact The media’s effect on public 
opinion and public policy is most visible in 
two areas: It monitors, shapes, and 
determines the public agenda, and it covers 
electoral politics. The media reports and 
comments on issues that political leaders and 
the public consider important. It also reports 
when officials ignore public opinion. The 
media does not force people to take sides, 
but it focuses attention on important issues.

The Growth of Mass Media The most 
enduring form of mass media is print 
media—newspapers and magazines. In this 
country, the relationship between the press 
and public opinion—and politics—goes back 
to at least 1789. It was then that John Fenno 
published a Federalist paper, the Gazette of 
the United States. To counter this Federalist 
paper, Thomas Jefferson and the Whigs 
supported the National Gazette, which 
began in 1791. Bitter partisan battles to 
capture public opinion were often waged in 
the party press. Following are other examples 
of print media’s influence on public opinion:

The “penny press.”•  These inexpensive 
newspapers covered issues of interest to 
working class people.
“Yellow journalism.”•  This type of jour-
nalism uses sensationalism, scandals, and 
appeals to patriotism to attract and influ-
ence readers. The height of yellow journal-
ism was from 1895 to 1898. 
Although average daily newspaper 

readership among adults has declined since 
its peak in the 1960s and 1970s, about 40 
percent of American adults 18 years and 
older report reading a newspaper daily. 

Radio was the first form of electronic 
media. In the 1920s radio stations broadcast 
news and entertainment to millions of homes. 
In the 1950s television replaced radio as the 
most influential form of electronic media. 
Today, even with the growth of the Internet, 
political candidates at all levels rely on radio 
and TV ads to deliver their messages.

The Internet has also changed mass 
media. In 1996, just 1 in 50 Americans 
depended on the Internet as a daily source 
for news. Today, 1 person in 3 regularly gets 
his or her news online. At the same time, 
only two-thirds as many people today watch 
network TV news as watched it in 1996. 

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY
enduring lasting, 
durable

Forming Public Opinion
People’s opinions are influenced by several 
factors, including their family and friends; 
school and work experiences; and personal 
factors such as age, gender, race, and religion. 
The process by which people acquire political 
beliefs is called political socialization. 

Family A person’s family often has the most 
direct influence on his or her views. As 
children, we hear family members talk about 
political issues and current events. Even if we 
do not always understand what we hear and 
even if we disagree with other family 
members, the conversations help shape our 
attitudes about race, religion, politics, and 
other important social issues. 

School and Work School is where we 
formally learn about government, citizenship, 
and other values. You know from your own 
experience that peer groups influence 
opinions about what to wear, what music to 
listen to, and whether something is fair.

Experiences in the late teens and early 
twenties also help shape personal opinions. 
At that stage, people are more independent 
of family influences. They may also face new 
influences at their place of employment.

Other Personal Factors Age, race, gender, 
and religion are also factors in shaping 
opinions. For example, a younger person’s 
opinion about Social Security benefits and 
retirement plans may differ from the opinions 
of someone older. In some cases, a person’s 
religious beliefs might influence his or her 
opinions about marriage, abortion, prayer in 
school, and other public policy issues.

 Summarizing What personal
factors shape a person’s political socialization? 

Media and Public Opinion
Public opinion and the public agenda may 
be shaped or determined by the mass media. 
Mass media are means of communication 
that provide information to a large audience. 
Your daily routine is probably filled with 
mass media. Mass media include magazines, 
television news, news on the Web, and the 
latest viral video on the Internet. 

250   CHAPTER 9
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Source: Pew Research Center for the People & 
the Press Survey Reports, August 17, 2008
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SOURCE OF NEWS IN DAILY LIFE

However, most print media, such as the New 
York Times and the Wall Street Journal, have 
an online edition, and broadcast and cable 
TV networks also have online news sites.

Roles of Media The media shapes public 
opinion in several ways, such as by the issues 
it covers and the ones it ignores. For example, 
TV newscasts may choose not to cover a 
particular issue. However, if bloggers talk 
about the issue, newscasts may then pick it 
up and the public may start discussing it.

The type of coverage a topic receives is 
also important. For example, stories that 
describe a political candidate’s experience 
create a different picture of the candidate 
than reports that focus on issues that have 
nothing to do with his or her experience. 

Criticism of the Media All kinds of mass 
media—print, broadcast, electronic, and the 
Internet—are subject to criticism from a 
variety of sources. The most common 
criticisms include the following: 

Bias in reporting.•  Reporting may be 
slanted toward a certain point of view. For 
example, print and television news media 
are often described as being mostly liberal, 
while talk radio shows are described as 
almost always conservative. 
Bias in story selection.•  A media outlet may 
focus on one issue and ignore or downplay 
others. Media defenders say that because 
the time or space available to cover news is 
limited, journalists must decide what issues 
to cover at a particular time.
Factual inaccuracy.•  Critics warn that news 
sources, especially non-traditional sources 
such as blogs or other Internet news sites, 
may be careless about factual accuracy. For 
example, standards for and ways to check 
accuracy on the Internet are still evolving.
Media consolidation.•  About two dozen 
companies own most U.S. media outlets 
today. Critics argue that this media concen-
tration destroys the independent sources of 
information our democracy needs. 

Traditional sources for daily news are declining in popularity. 
At the same time, online sources, such as Web logs (or blogs), 
are being used by more people for their daily news. The blogger 
shown below reports from the United Nations.

Has the increased popularity of blogs, RSS feeds, and other 
online news sources caused the declining popularity of
traditional news sources? Why or why not?

Skills
FOCUS INTERPRETING CHARTS
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THE FEDERAL SYSTEM

SCIENTIFIC POLLING

A scientific poll is a tool, based on mathematics, used to learn people's opinions about 
something, whether it is a new product, a public policy issue, or a political candidate.

1. SAMPLE UNIVERSE
“Sample universe”is 
the set of individuals, 
items, or data from 
which a statistical 
sample is taken. 

2. RANDOM SAMPLE
To be truly random, each 
member of the sample 
universe, and each 
geographical location, must 
have an equal chance of 
being selected for the poll.

3. THE POLL
Accurate poll results also 
depend on the way 
questions are worded 
and the order in which 
they are asked.

The margin of error, 
expressed in percentage 
points, is a measure of the 
poll's accuracy. It gives 
the range  within which 
the poll's results may vary 
from the true value in the 
entire population. 

4. RESULTS AND MARGIN OF ERROR

something, whether it is a new product, a public policy issue, or a political candidate.something, whether it is a new product, a public policy issue, or a political candidate.something, whether it is a new product, a public policy issue, or a political candidate.

230 million 
potential voters

YES NO

Have higher gas prices caused 
economic hardship?

NO
43%

YES
57%

Margin of 
error of 3%
(6% range)

However, just because news is more accessible 
does not mean it is more accurate.

PRIMARY SOURCE 

“At its best, the Internet can educate more people 
faster than any media tool . . . At its worst, it can 
make people dumber faster than any media tool
. . . Because the Internet has an aura of
‘technology’ surrounding it, the uneducated 
believe information from it even more.”

—Thomas Friedman, The New York Times (2002)

Today, even with media consolidation, 
you have a choice of a wide variety of 
information sources. It is important not to 
rely on a single source. Using multiple 
sources will help you get accurate information 
and avoid propaganda, or statements meant 
to influence public opinion or promote a 
cause or viewpoint.

 Summarizing Why should you 
consult more than one source for your news? 

Measuring Public Opinion
Sooner or later, you may be asked to share 
your opinions about new products or an 
upcoming presidential election. You may be 
part of a public opinion poll—a survey of 
people scientifically selected to provide 
opinions about something. Scientific polling 
is a way to determine public attitudes or 
preferences about consumer products, social 
issues, and political candidates. Most surveys 
today are scientific polls. 

The Polling Process A well-designed poll 
is an accurate measure of public opinion. 
The accuracy of a poll depends on the 
number of people answering the questions, 
how those people are chosen, how the 
questions are asked, and the absence of bias. 

The first key to a poll’s accuracy is the 
sample, or the group of people who take part 
in the poll. The size of the sample is 
important. For example, mathematically, a 
sample of about 1,500 people is sufficient to 
reflect the opinions of a sample universe of 
230 million potential voters accurately. 
Second, for poll results to be accurate, the 
sample must be chosen at random from the 
sample universe. The sample universe is the 
total population or market of interest.

The Future of the Media News and 
information can now be delivered instantly 
to your cell phone, home computer, or PDA. 
Many Americans go online everyday to get 
some or all of their news. Blogs, RSS feeds, 
and podcasts have grown rapidly as sources 
of daily news. People—not just journalists—
share ideas without the limits of TV or print. 

Why is it necessary for a polling sample to be 
truly random? 

Skills
FOCUS INTERPRETING CHARTS
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Finally, the way questions are worded or 
the order in which they are asked can affect 
a poll’s accuracy. For example, “Do you 
think the president is doing a good job?” 
may produce results different from “Is your 
overall opinion of the president very 
favorable, somewhat favorable, somewhat 
unfavorable, or very unfavorable?” Also, 
asking that question after questions about 
controversial issues, rather than as the first 
question, may change how people answer it 
and, therefore, affect the poll’s accuracy.

A reliable poll states its margin of error, 
or uncertainty level. The margin of error, or 
sampling error, indicates a poll’s accuracy, 
and is given as a percentage above and below 
the poll’s results. For example, a poll with a 
margin of error of 3 percent may show that 
37 percent of the respondents have a certain 
opinion. In the total population, then, 
between 34 percent and 40 percent of people 
are likely to hold that opinion. 

Evaluating Polls Properly conducted polls 
produce reliable, accurate, objective, and 
bias-free results. In polling, bias refers to 
errors introduced by polling methods that 
lead to one outcome over others. Objectivity
is freedom from bias and outside factors, 
such as timing, that may influence results. 

Polls and Public Opinion Most major 
polls are created and conducted scientifically. 
However, polls are sometimes conducted in 
ways that produce certain results. For 
example, asking, “Do you favor or oppose 
the death penalty for those convicted of 
murder?” produces a different result than 
asking, “Which penalty do you prefer for 
people convicted of murder, the death penalty 
or life in prison?” Either result might be used 
to shape public opinion in support of a 
particular group’s political or social agenda. 

Exit Polls Another common type of 
scientific poll is the exit poll. Used on election 
day, an exit poll surveys a randomly selected 
fraction of voters after they have voted and 
tells pollsters how people voted before the 
official vote count. People may use exit poll 
results to predict the winners of all but very 
close races. Critics of exit polls argue that 
these predictions may discourage people 
from voting and may alter the result of some 
state and local races. Supporters of exit polls 
respond that studies show that very few 
voters are influenced by exit poll results. 
Today, to be safe, exit poll results are not 
usually announced until voting has ended. 

 Summarizing What factors can 
affect the accuracy of poll results? 

Critical Thinking
 5. Elaborate Copy and complete the web below. Then use it to 

explain how each of the four factors contributes to the
accuracy of a public opinion poll.

Reviewing Ideas and Terms
 1. a. Define What is public policy?
  b. Explain In your own words, explain how public policy and 

public opinion are related.
  c. Elaborate What are the two views of public opinion, and 

what role does each view play in setting public policy? 

 2. a. Describe What is political socialization?
  b. Compare Do you think family and friends are similar in

the way they influence a person’s opinions? Why or why not?

 3. a. Explain How does the media help determine public policy?
  b. Predict Will media consolidation affect public opinion or 

limit access to a variety of viewpoints? Why or why not?
  c. Elaborate What is the meaning and importance of a free 

and responsible press to our democracy? 

 4. a. Recall How is public opinion determined?
  b. Elaborate Why do you think it is important to know a poll’s 

sampling error when evaluating its results?
 

SECTION                   ASSESSMENT                1

Accuracy of Poll
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FOCUS ON WRITING

6.  Persuasive Write a comment for posting to a Web log in 
which the following statement appeared: “It is not possible for 
television media to report the news objectively.” Your comment 
should explain why you agree or disagree with the blogger.
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TAKING NOTES

 S
ECTION

2 Interest Groups
Main Idea
Interest groups are 
private organizations that 
try to influence public 
opinion and convince 
public officials to accept 
their goals and views. 
They give political power 
to segments of society 
that have similar views.

Reading Focus
 1. What are interest 

groups, and what role 
do they play in the 
political process?

 2. What different types 
of interest groups 
exist?

 3. How do interest 
groups work?

 4. Do interest groups 
serve the public good?

Key Terms
special interest 

group
political action 

committee
trade association
labor unions
endorse
lobbying
grass roots

Taking Interest, Taking Action For 
almost any significant public policy issue 
being considered by a legislative body, one 

or more groups of people are likely trying to convince public 
officials to support their ideas and policy solutions. Groups may 
call themselves clubs, associations, or committees. They may 
represent issues such as animal rights or tax reform, or they may 
represent groups such as workers or students. Whatever a group 
calls itself or whoever it represents, its goal is usually to influ-
ence public opinion and shape public policy.

For example, in Texas, as in most states, most political office-
holders are men. In Texas, also as in most states, women have 

formed groups to elect more women to public office. One of 
those groups is Annie’s List, a group of activists that endorses 
Democratic Party candidates, makes political campaign contribu-
tions, and recruits qualified Democrat women to run for state-
wide elected offices and the Texas legislature. Another group 
is the Texas Federation of Republican Women (TFRW), whose 
purposes are very similar to those of Annie’s List, including 
encouraging Republican women to run for office and supporting 
Republican Party candidates. 

Annie’s List and TFRW are interest groups. These two groups 
are part of a more general category of groups called cause-based 
interest groups. All interest groups, whatever their label, have 
one goal in mind: to shape public policy in a way that promotes 
their particular interests. 

Annie’s List helped get these 
women elected to the Texas 
legislature.

MORE WomenMORE WomenWomen
Electing
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Use the graphic 
organizer online to 
take notes on the 
 different types of 
interest groups. 
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Interest Groups and 
What They Do
Annie’s List and the TFRW are two of the 
thousands of interest groups in the United 
States. A special interest group is an 
association of people who hold similar views 
or goals. Interest groups, also called advocacy 
groups, represent those views and goals and 
try to influence public policy and the public 
agenda to achieve them. Interest groups are 
especially important to people who feel their 
views are overlooked in policy discussions.
Interest groups work at every level—local, 
state, and national—in our representative 
democracy. These groups give people a way 
to monitor government actions, express 
themselves about government policies, and 
participate in social action. Interest groups

organize people who share concerns • 
provide members with a means of political • 
participation
supply information to the public and to • 
policy makers
Many interest groups also have political 

action committees (PACs) that support 
candidates for political office who agree with 
the group’s position on the issues. A 
political action committee is an organization 
created to raise and contribute money legally 
to the campaigns of political candidates. 

Organizing Interests Individual citizens 
can initiate, influence, or change public 
policy or the public agenda in several ways. 
In fact, part of the responsibility of being a 
good citizen is to try to influence public 
policy. People can write letters to the editor 
or their state or federal representatives; they 
can give speeches or testify at legislative 
hearings; and they can vote. They may also 
join others and march in demonstrations. 
Sometimes, however, one person’s actions 
are not enough. Joining an interest group 
gives each person’s opinion more impact 
than it had when the person acted alone. 
People join interest groups knowing that 
working with others strengthens their cause.

People who join groups to promote their 
common concerns include environmentalists, 
business owners, musicians, teachers, and 
members of minority groups. Sometimes 

interest groups form on different sides of the 
same issue. For example, the American 
Immigration Control Foundation is a group 
that wants to limit immigration; the Coalition 
for Comprehensive Immigration Reform is a 
group that supports broad immigration 
reform. Both groups give their members 
political impact that the members would not 
have as individuals.

Encouraging Participation People who 
feel strongly about an issue often want to do 
more than just vote for candidates who share 
their views. Being a member of a group gives 
individuals a way to take part in the political 
process—at every level of government—and 
helps the group to influence public policy. 

Active membership in interest groups 
seems to have declined in recent years. 
According to recent studies, Americans are 
joining fewer social groups and organiza-
tions than in the past, whether because of 
technological changes or for other reasons. 
However, although active membership in 
interest groups may be down, “checkbook 
memberships”—financial contributions to 
such groups—have increased. 

Supplying Information Greater resources, 
such as more money, have allowed many 
interest groups to engage in new kinds of 
activities, such as lobbying campaigns or 
creating interactive Web sites to present their 
views and build a positive image for the 
group. As a result, many interest groups can 
now exert influence in ways that exceed the 
power that results from membership alone.

An interest group’s influence often comes 
more from the information it provides than 
from the activities of its members. Even a 
small group, such as the Swift Boat Veterans 
for Truth in 2004, can be powerful if it 
effectively delivers its message to policy 
makers and the public. The 2004 presidential 
election provided an example of this: The 
group’s television ads attacked Democratic 
presidential candidate Senator John Kerry 
and hurt his campaign. Since that election, 
“swiftboating” has come to mean an attack 
on a candidate’s truthfulness and patriotism.  

 Identifying the Main idea How 
are interest groups and public opinion related? 

By knowing and 
exercising rights 
such as voting 
and influencing 
public opinion, 
responsible citizens 
help government 
serve the public 
good. Respon-
sible citizens have 
other obligations 
as well, such as 
treating others 
with dignity and 
respecting the law.

THE POLITICAL PROCESS   255

Untitled-232   255 7/16/2010   7:53:33 AM



machine, your choice matters to the Snack 
Food Association, a trade association that 
represents the snack food industry. Similarly, 
the American Wind Energy Association 
promotes the production of electricity from 
wind power facilities by supporting tax 
credits and other pro-growth policies. 

In general, trade associations support 
laws and policies that benefit their industry 
and oppose laws and policies that harm their 
interests. Most business groups and trade 
associations also have their PACs make 
campaign contributions to political parties 
and candidates.

Labor Groups Most labor interest groups 
are also labor unions—groups of workers 
who do the same job or work in related 
industries. For example, the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen exists 
to make sure that train engineers, conductors, 
and the people who control the brakes and 
switches work under safe conditions. Another 
group, the Service Employees International 
Union (SEIU), represents people who work 
in health care, building cleaning and security, 
and public service jobs. Like business and 
trade association groups, unions and union 
members contribute to political campaigns. 
Many unions have a committee on political 
education (COPE) that directs the union’s 
political activities, including fund-raising and 
support for political candidates.

Interest Groups
Although there are thousands of interest groups in the United States, they can generally 
be grouped into six basic categories. Examples of each category are shown below.

Agricultural groups represent the interests 
of people and businesses who grow and 
produce food and other crops.

Most business groups follow issues such as 
taxes, energy prices, and consumer protection 
laws. 

Labor unions protect the interests 
of workers, such as fair wages and 
salaries, safe workplaces, and a 
variety of employee benefits. 

Types of Interest Groups
Many of the thousands of interest groups in 
the United States represent economic interests 
and issues. Other groups, such as the TFRW, 
form around political, social, cultural, or 
religious issues. Still other interest groups 
focus on foreign policy issues.

Agricultural Groups Many interest groups 
represent the nation’s farmers and 
agricultural industry. Some, such as the large 
American Farm Bureau Federation, represent 
farmers as a whole. Others, such as the much 
smaller National Potato Council, are 
commodity groups that represent certain 
types of farmers or a particular agricultural 
product. The National Potato Council 
represents U.S. potato growers on legislative, 
regulatory, environmental, and trade issues.

Business Groups Organizations such as 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the 
National Federation of Independent Business 
(NFIB) are examples of business interest 
groups. The Chamber of Commerce 
represents business interests in general, while 
the NFIB represents the rights of small and 
independent business owners. 

Another type of business group, called a 
trade association, represents certain industries 
or parts of industries. For example, when 
you select a bag of pretzels from a vending 

Agricultural Business Labor
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Cause-Based Groups Some groups, 
including many political interest groups, 
represent or promote a cause rather than the 
interests of a segment of society. For example, 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) is 
a single-issue group devoted to fighting 
drunk driving and its causes. Another 
example is Common Cause, a group that 
works to strengthen public participation and 
confidence in the institutions of government. 
Finally, the Center for Civic Education is a 
national organization dedicated to promoting 
an enlightened and responsible citizenry.

Societal Groups Some groups represent 
religious, social, racial, ethnic, and other 
segments of the population, rather than 
economic or professional interests. Examples 
of societal groups include the National 
Organization for Women (NOW), the Eagle 
Forum, the Mexican American Legal Defense 
and Education Fund (MALDEF), the 
American Muslim Alliance, and AARP, 
which represents older Americans. 

Professional Groups Some interest groups 
represent a particular profession, such as the 
American Medical Association (AMA) and 
the American Bar Association (ABA), which 
represent doctors and attorneys, respectively. 
Such groups establish standards for their 
profession, influence the licensing and 
training of those who enter the profession, 

and educate the public and government 
about their professional interests and issues 
of concern to the profession. 

 Contrasting How do cause-based 
groups differ from other interest groups?

Functions of Special     
Interest Groups
Interest groups do not change laws, but they 
do affect public opinion and public policy at 
every level of government. A group’s success 
is based on hard work, effective communica-
tion, and money. Groups support candidates 
and engage in lobbying to influence public 
officials and public policy. 

Endorsing Candidates One way groups 
influence public policy and legislation is to 
help elect candidates who support their 
views. An interest group may endorse—
publicly declare its support for—a particular 
candidate in an election. For example, certain 
social, religious, or labor groups often 
endorse Democratic Party candidates, just as 
other business, social, or religious groups 
usually endorse Republican Party candidates. 
Whether a group endorses a particular 
candidate usually depends on the candidate’s 
position on, and support for, the group’s 
interests. 

Professional groups often set the standards 
for practicing that profession, and they 
protect the economic interests of their 
members. 

Societal groups, such as the American Muslim 
Alliance, educate the public about a particular 
segment of society, their views, and their issues 
of importance.

Cause-based groups usually focus on 
a particular problem, such as endan-
gered wildlife, children’s health, or 
strengthening the nation’s borders.

Cause-based Societal Professional
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Informing Public Opinion Interest groups 
often provide someone to testify—whether 
at a city council meeting, a state agency, or 
congressional hearing—to express and 
explain the group’s interests. This public 
testimony generates support for the group 
and may influence lawmakers.

Many groups and lobbyists practice 
grassroots politics. Grass roots is the name 
given to the lowest level of an organization 
or society. In grassroots politics, a group may 
organize a demonstration or march or get a 
large number of individual voters to contact 
a legislator or other official. The legislator 
may be influenced by this strong showing of 
support for a particular position. 

Filing Lawsuits Another way interest 
groups influence public policy is through the 
legal system. Perhaps the best-known lawsuit 
occurred in the 1950s when a group of 
parents in Topeka, Kansas, sued to end legal 
racial segregation in public schools. In 1954, 
in the landmark case of Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, Kansas, the Supreme 
Court ruled that racially segregated schools 
were illegal. The Court also ordered that the 
African American students be admitted to 
public schools “with all deliberate speed.” 

 Summarizing What methods do 
interest groups use to influence public policy? 

Interest Groups and the 
Public Good
American democracy includes both the 
principle of majority rule and the requirement 
that minority rights be protected. As you 
might expect, interest groups that represent 
majority interests and others that represent 
minority interests actively try to influence 
public policy and political issues.

Benefits of Interest Groups An important 
benefit of interest groups is that they give 
minority interests a voice in the political 
process. The civil rights movement of the 
1950s and 1960s is a good example. 
Thousands of African Americans and their 
supporters united to draw society’s attention 
to segregation’s violence and discrimination 
against African Americans. 

Fannie Lou Hamer, born 
in Mississippi, was the 
granddaughter of slaves 
and the youngest of 20 
children. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, Hamer was 
a civil rights activist who 

worked with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to regis-
ter African Americans to vote. In 1971, she ran for the Mississippi state 
senate, but was unsuccessful.  

From the late 1960s until her death in 1977, Hamer devoted much 
of her energy to developing programs to help needy families in her 
community. These programs included the Delta Ministry, a community 
development program that focused on economic aid for poor and 
minority residents. In 1969 Hamer organized the Freedom Farms Cor-
poration, a nonprofit land cooperative that provided poor and needy 
families land on which to raise food and livestock—land they could later 
purchase. Her focus was always on her community, where she fought 
against school segregation, organized child day care centers, and sup-
ported low-income housing projects. 
Make Inferences Would you describe Fannie Lou Hamer as a “grass-
roots organizer”? Why or why not?

PROFILES IN 
 GOVERNMENT

Fannie Lou 
  Hamer

1917–1977

Interest groups also participate in elections 
by having their PACs contribute money to 
the campaigns of candidates. PACs usually 
contribute to candidates who have supported 
the group’s views in the past. In some cases, 
PACs give money to both candidates for an 
office, hoping that whoever wins will support 
the group’s interests. For example, in the 
2006 congressional elections, the National 
Association of Realtors split $3.7 million in 
campaign contributions, giving 48 percent to 
Democrats and 51 percent to Republicans.

Lobbying Interest groups participate in 
government at every level by lobbying, or 
contacting a public official to persuade the 
official to support the group’s interests. 
Groups lobby decision makers in government 
agencies as well as legislators.

A lobbyist may visit with city council 
members about changing the zoning along a 
city street or talk to state representatives 
about reducing taxes. Lobbyists now use 
technology, such as e-mail campaigns, to 
inform and influence officials, but their most 
effective tools are telephone calls and face- 
to-face conversations.
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Other political minorities, such as 
neighborhood associations or hunters, may 
form their own interest groups. For example, 
rural landowners may unite to oppose a 
state’s plan to build a major new highway.

Criticism of Interest Groups Some critics 
believe that interest groups have too much 
influence. A well-funded group, such as the 
Swift Boat group mentioned earlier, can have 
an impact even with a small membership.

Interest groups are also criticized for 
focusing on one narrow issue and ignoring 
broader social needs and policies. Critics also 
argue that interest groups often use appeals 
to people’s emotions, rather than finding 
reasoned—and reasonable—solutions to the 
social problems they are addressing. Finally, 
critics sometimes argue that, with effective 
interest groups on all sides of an issue, 
Congress may decide not to act. 

Limits on Interest Groups In 2007, in the 
wake of a number of highly publicized 
lobbying scandals, Congress passed ethics 
and lobbying reform legislation. These new 
rules tightened House and Senate ethics rules 
for legislators and limited some types of 
activities by lobbyists. 

Although the reforms were extensive, 
critics note that Congress has, in the past, 
passed rules and laws that tried to weaken 
the links between elected officials, interest 

Critical Thinking
 5. Analyze Copy and complete the web. Then use it to explain 

why some people believe that interest groups have too much 
power. Do you agree or disagree with that point of view? 
Explain.

Reviewing Ideas and Terms
 1. a. Recall What is a special interest group, and what are its 

goals?
  b. Elaborate Describe the roles that interest groups play in our 

representative democratic political system. 

 2. a. Define What is a trade association?
  b. Compare In what ways are labor unions and 

professional groups alike?

 3. a. Describe How do interest groups influence elections?
  b. Elaborate How do you think interest groups influence pub-

lic policy at the local level? How would you use these groups to 
resolve a local issue?

  4. a. Explain How did Congress try to limit the influence of inter-
est groups in 2007? Why did it do so?

  b. Elaborate Do you agree with critics who charge that inter-
est groups are harmful to the public good? Explain.

SECTION                   ASSESSMENT                2

groups, contributions, and political influence. 
Many of these reform efforts have only 
temporary success. Interest groups find ways 
to use their resources to continue to influence 
the political process. As a result, citizens 
should learn what they can about who is 
supporting or opposing major public issues. 

 Summarizing How do interest 
groups affect democracy? 

How interest groups 
influence government

Interest Groups and Their Impact
One goal of most interest groups is to elect candidates who support 
the group’s point of view. What does this political cartoon say about 
the relationship between interest groups and elected officials?
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FOCUS ON WRITING

6.  Expository Suppose that Congress is considering a ban on all 
interest group activities. Create a one-page “fact sheet” to be 
distributed at a rally in support of the role of interest groups in 
society and government.
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TAKING NOTES

 S
ECTION

Main Idea 
Political parties are for-
mal organizations that 
work to elect candidates 
to public office. Our polit-
ical system is dominated 
by two major parties, but 
other parties are actively 
involved in the system. 

Reading Focus
 1. What are political 

parties, and what role 
do they play in the 
political process?

 2. How does the 
American two-party 
political system work?

 3. How are political 
parties organized?

 4. Do political parties 
serve the public good?

Key Terms
political party
political spectrum
nomination process
electorate
one-party system
two-party system
multiparty system
third party
independent candidate
precinct
ward

Political Parties and Democracy In 
the United States, political parties have 
been around since James Madison used his 

quill pen to write letters to Thomas Jefferson. Parties began to 
form almost as soon as the Constitution was ratified. Today the 
United States has one of the oldest systems of popularly based 
political parties in the world. Some scholars suggest that this 
system has contributed to the long-term success of American 
democracy.

Yet to the Framers of the Constitution, factions, as political 
parties were called, were a new development—one that many of 
them opposed. Madison, whose thoughts and writings helped 
shape the form of government we have today, defined a

faction as a group of citizens, whether a majority or a minority, 
that pursues its own interests at the expense of the common 
good. In Federalist Paper No. 10, Madison wrote the following:

The public good is disregarded in the conflicts of 
rival parties, and . . . measures are too often decided,
not according to the rules of justice and the rights 

of the minor party, but by the superior force of 
an interested and overbearing majority.

Despite his reservations, Madison would go on to form one 
of the nation’s first political parties. A longtime tradition? Yes. 
However, what Madison wrote in 1787 still rings true today. The 
issue of how best to incorporate the will of the majority and the 
rights of the minority in public policy decisions is one political 
parties struggle with and why they matter today. 

3 Political Parties

A photo of the 1920 Republican Party convention 
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A Tradition
Steeped

A Tradition
Steeped in

History

Use the graphic 
organizer online to 
take notes on how 
political parties 
serve the public 
good. 
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The Role of Political Parties
Political parties are important to our 
system—they are the way we nominate, elect, 
and monitor our representatives. A 
political party is an organization that tries to 
elect its members to public office so that its 
views can become public policy. 

Party Ideology Each political party has a 
basic set of ideas and goals about society and 
the role of government that its members and 
supporters generally share. When a party 
unites its ideas and goals into a social and 
political program, that program is the party’s 
ideology. This ideology is what sets one party 
apart from others. It also determines the 
party’s place on the political spectrum, or the 
continuum of social and political beliefs that 
stretches from conservative on the right, to 
liberal on the left. 

On the political spectrum, the Democratic 
Party is considered liberal and the Republican 
Party is considered conservative. Liberals 
generally support government action to 
change social, political, or economic policies 
that are believed to be unfair. Conservatives 
generally support limited government, lower 
taxes, and traditional social values. Also 
within each party are moderates, or people 
who seek a middle ground between liberal 
and conservative positions. Furthermore, 
party members may not always be consis-
tently liberal or conservative in their views. 
For example, a person may have conservative 
views about foreign policy, but liberal views 
regarding social issues.

Parties’ Three Main Roles Wherever they 
fall on the political spectrum, parties play 
three main roles: nominating candidates for 
political office, assisting the electoral process, 
and helping to operate the government. 

The nomination process, or naming 
candidates for elective office, is a party’s 
main function. A party’s candidates may 
have their own views on specific issues, but 
their views must generally fit the party’s 
beliefs to receive the party’s support. Parties 
bring money, campaign workers, and other 
support to candidates, especially at state and 
local levels. In this and their other roles, 
parties train members to be future leaders. 

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY 
ideology 
the integrated 
assertions, theories, 
and aims that make 
up a social or 
political program

continuum 
a continuous 
succession or 
sequence of values or 
elements that vary 
only by minute 
degrees

Second, in addition to nominating 
candidates, political parties aid the electoral 
process in the following ways:

Each party has a position on all major • 
issues. Parties educate people about these 
issues and try to motivate people to vote.  
Parties provide a “brand name.” When a • 
candidate is affiliated with a party, voters 
have an indication of his or her views on 
political issues.
Parties help the • electorate—the body of 
people entitled to vote—register to vote, 
learn about the issues and the party’s 
position, and find out where they vote. 
Informed voters may make better choices.
Parties watch how officeholders perform. • 
Each party tries to ensure that its own office-
holders do the public’s business well. At the 
same time, parties act as “watchdogs” of 
officeholders from the other parties. Par-
ties use their successes and the mistakes of 
other parties to attract voters to their own 
candidates in the next election.
Finally, parties help run the government. 

For example, in each house of Congress, 
whichever party is in the majority controls 
that house. People appointed to positions in 
the executive and judicial branches are 
usually members of the president’s party. If 
one or both houses of Congress are controlled 
by one party and the presidency is held by a 
different party, parties may provide ways for 
the branches to work out their differences.

Because they participate in government, 
political parties differ from interest groups, 
which pressure government from the outside. 
Also, most political parties address a variety 
of issues, but each interest group focuses on 
one issue and does not address others. 

 Summarizing What are the
functions of political parties in elections and
government at the state and local levels? 

The American
Two-Party System
The role that political parties play in a 
nation’s political system depends on the type 
of party system the country has. Generally, 
the more parties there are, the smaller the 
role and influence of any particular party.
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The American 
Two-Party System 
and Third Parties 
in U.S. History
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Party Systems There are three basic types 
of party systems. They are the one-party, 
two-party, and multiparty systems. 

One-party system•  A single political party 
controls government. Other parties may or 
may not be allowed to operate, but they 
usually have no power. 
Two-party system•  Two major parties com-
pete to control government. Other parties 

may exist and may affect elections, but 
they rarely have enough support to elect 
a national leader or control the legislature. 
The United States has a two-party system.
Multiparty system•  Several parties compete 
for control. For example, India has about 
12 major parties, while Italy’s government 
has about 15 parties. Multiparty systems 
are the most common party system. 
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Four Eras of 
Political 
Parties

Evolution of 
American 

Parties

American Political Parties
The history of U.S. political parties since 1800 can be divided into four 
eras, as shown on this chart. For most of that time, our political system 
has been dominated by only two parties, the Democrats and Republi-
cans, but third parties have also played a role in our political history. 
Use the key to track changes in major political parties since 1800.

The Federalist Party supported a strong 
national government and conservative 
fi scal policies.

The American (“Know-Nothing”) Party 
supported severely restricting immigration, 
limiting voting and holding political offi ce to 
native-born Americans, and requiring daily 
Bible readings in public school.

Era of Democrats: 1800–1860 
With the election of Thomas Jefferson in 1800, 
the Democratic Party dominated American 
politics until the election of 1860.

Era of Republicans: 1860–1932 
The Republican Party dominated American politics 
from 1860 until the election of 1932. The party drew 
support from businesspeople, farmers, laborers, and 
newly freed African Americans.
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LibertarianLibertarian

Generally, when no party has a consistent 
majority, unstable government can result. 
Often, several parties join to form a coalition, 
or temporary alliance, to create a majority. If 
one party leaves the coalition, the government 
may collapse. New elections may be needed.

American Political Parties The first 
American political parties emerged soon 

after the Constitution was ratified. They 
were the Federalist Party (not related to the 
Federalist supporters of the Constitution) 
and the Democratic-Republican Party.

 Members of the Federalist Party were 
supporters of Alexander Hamilton, who 
believed that the nation’s future lay in a 
strong central government, large cities, and a 
strong manufacturing base.
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The Libertarian Party, founded in 1971, is the largest 
continuing third party in the United States. It supports 
individual rights and the smallest government possible. 

Era of Democrats: 1932–1968 
The stock market crash in 1929 began 
the Great Depression. The Democratic 
Party, under Franklin Roosevelt, returned 
as the dominant political party.

Era of Divided Government: 1968– 
Since 1968, one party (mostly the Republicans) has 
controlled the presidency, while the other (mostly 
the Democrats) has controlled one or both houses of 
Congress. 

Today’s Democratic Party evolved from the Democratic-
Republican Party after the elections of 1824 and 1828.

Today’s Republican Party, created in 1854, opposed
slavery in Kansas and supported progressive programs.
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State Parties Each state party is run by a 
central committee made up of representa-
tives from the party’s county committees. 
The state committee appoints a chairperson 
to manage the party’s daily operations. Party 
leaders and party members in each state 
support and try to elect local, state, and 
national candidates—especially the party’s 
presidential candidate—in their state.

National Parties The national party of 
each major party is headed by a national 
committee of members from its state parties. 
A national chairperson leads a large paid 
staff and manages the party’s operations.

Major national parties have committees 
for fund-raising, supporting campaigns, and 
other purposes. For example, each party has 
two congressional campaign committees, 
whose primary mission is to elect the party’s 
candidates to the House and Senate.

Each party also sponsors affiliated orga-
nizations at the state and local level to attract 
specific groups of voters. Examples include 
the National Federation of Republican 
Women, the College Democrats of America, 
the National Teenage Republicans, and the 
Young Democrats of America.

 Making Inferences Why do 
political parties sponsor affiliated organizations? 

Political Parties and the 
Public Good
Despite Madison’s concerns, political parties 
have benefited American democracy in a 
number of ways. At the same time, however, 
parties are often the objects of criticism.

Benefits of Political Parties Some 
political scientists suggest that one way the 
two-party system serves the public good is 
that both parties filter out extreme or uncon-
ventional ideas. Each party wants to attract 
enough voters to win and keep a majority in 
government. As a result, parties provide 
stability against rapid and disruptive change. 

In their effort to maximize their votes, 
parties try to include as broad a base of 
support as they can. The two major parties 
are made up of distinct groups, or constitu-
encies, each with its own range of views. 

Opposing the Federalist Party was the  
Democratic-Republican Party, which was led 
by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. 
Jefferson believed that the nation’s strength 
was in its agricultural base and in ordinary 
citizens living in small communities. After 
1824, the party split. The two factions 
evolved into today’s two major U.S. political 
parties, the Democrats and the Republicans.

These two parties have now dominated 
American politics for more than 150 years. 
Even so, in some elections voters have 
supported third-party and independent 
candidates. A third party is any political 
party in a two-party system besides the two 
major ones. An independent candidate is a 
candidate who is not associated with any 
party. Some third parties have affected the 
outcome of elections. For example, some 
people argue that in the 2000 presidential 
election, Green Party candidate Ralph Nader 
may have won enough votes in Florida to 
keep Democrat Al Gore from winning that 
state and its electoral votes, with the result 
that Republican George W. Bush was elected 
the new president.

 Drawing Conclusions Why do 
you think the United States has only two major parties?

Party Organization
Political parties are organized at all levels, 
from small local committees to the large 
national committees. Each level contributes 
to the success of the party. 

Local Parties Local party structures vary 
from state to state. The most common local 
organization is the county party, which is 
usually run by a committee. A county 
chairperson handles the party’s daily affairs. 
His or her—and the local party’s—main job 
is to select candidates for local offices and to 
help elect the party’s candidates at all levels.

The county committee is usually selected 
by party members from precincts in the 
county. A precinct is the smallest unit for ad-
ministering elections and local voting. Some 
cities have voting units, usually used for city 
council elections, called wards. A ward is a 
voting district made up of several precincts.
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If political parties 
had not arisen, how 
might the constitu-
tional system have 
accommodated 
America’s tradition 
of free and open 
political debate?
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Generally, Democratic Party constituencies 
include labor unions, women, racial and 
ethnic minorities, and educated urban voters. 
Republican constituencies, in general, include 
religious conservatives, corporate and 
business interests, and white men. Parties try 
to accommodate the diverse views of their 
constituents. The result of parties’ efforts to 
include a variety of opinions may be an 
increase in political and social stability.

Because each major party represents a 
variety of groups and views, supporters who 
agree with most of the party’s positions will 
not abandon the party over one issue with 
which they might disagree. This party loyalty 
also promotes stability by discouraging 
frequent, short-term shifts in power that 
might make government less stable.

Finally, parties provide a political “brand 
name” in much the same way a soft-drink 
company does for its products. Voters may 
not need to know everything about the 
candidates to reach political decisions. They 
might vote for a party’s candidate because, 
overall, they support the party’s views.

Criticisms of Political Parties Some 
critics argue that by trying to appeal to as 
many types of voters as possible, the major 
parties lack unity, discipline, and loyalty. As 
a result, parties may not be able to fulfill all 

the campaign promises they make. It is true 
that in the United States, officeholders from 
the same party stick together on issues less 
often than those in most other countries. 

Some people note that interest groups 
give money for campaigns and other party 
activities. These contributions, people argue, 
influence parties and their officeholders to 
act in ways that benefit narrow interests 
rather than serve the larger public good.

Critics also charge that parties are full of 
office seekers who are interested more in 
their own personal success than in serving 
the public good. For example, a candidate 
may express support for a certain policy 
during a campaign because doing so helps 
the person get elected—even though in a 
previous campaign or office, the candidate 
had held, and stated, a position directly 
contrary to his or her new position. Voters 
and other candidates often call this reversal 
of position a flip-flop.  

Finally, some people are angered by the 
partisan bickering between the two major 
parties. They charge that parties offer simple, 
narrow solutions to complex problems and 
are more interested in winning public 
opinion—and votes—than in solving the 
complex issues confronting the nation.

 Summarizing How is a party’s 
broad base both a benefit and a detriment to society? 

Critical Thinking
 5. Analyze Copy and fill out the graphic organizer to illustrate 

how political parties are organized. Then identify opportunities 
for citizens to participate in political party activities at local, 
state, and national levels.

Reviewing Ideas and Terms
 1. a. Identify What is a political party?
  b. Evaluate Why are political parties important to the 

American political system?

 2. a. Recall Why were the Federalist, Democratic-Republican, 
Democratic, and Republican parties created?

  b. Make Inferences Which type of party system produces the 
most stable government? Explain why.

 3. a. Summarize What is the main purpose of a political party at 
all levels of its organization?

  b. Evaluate How important is each level of political party orga-
nization to achieving a party’s goals? Explain how each level 
supports the others.

 4. a. Recall What are some criticisms of political parties?
  b. Evaluate Do political parties promote the public good? Why 

or why not?

SECTION                   ASSESSMENT                3
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Political Parties

FOCUS ON WRITING

6.  Persuasive The national chairperson of a party wants to elimi-
nate the party’s state and local organizations and conduct all 
operations at the national level. You are a national committee 
member. Write a memo to other national committee members 
explaining why this proposal is or is not a good idea.
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INTERACTIVE MAPONLINE PRACTICE

DEBATING THE ISSUE

Voting for a 
Third-Party 
Candidate
Is voting for a third-party candidate a 
meaningful use of your political voice?

THE ISSUE
Third parties and independent candidates have long played an 
important role in American politics, despite the fact our political 
system has been dominated by two major political parties for well 
over a century. Whether in a national election or a local election, 
third parties have been an important catalyst for positive change 
in our society. Whether you vote for a third-party candidate or a 
candidate from one of the two main parties, it’s important to research 
the issues thoroughly and identify which ones really matter to you. It’s 
important to exercise your right to vote, whatever party you support.

VIEWPOINTS

Third-party candidates do not usually win major 
political office, but some, such as Jesse Ventura, 
are successful. Ventura was elected governor of 
Minnesota in 1998.

Your vote will not count or will not be 
meaningful.  Many people argue that if you vote 
for a third-party candidate, especially in a presidential 
race, you are squandering your vote. According to this 
view, most voters will choose one of the major-party 
candidates. Even if the third-party candidate has made 
it through all the primary elections, it is unlikely that 
he or she will win enough electoral votes to be elected 
president. Voting for a third-party candidate can also 
sway the outcome of an election in favor of a major can-
didate. One slogan used by the Democratic Party during 
the 2000 presidential campaign was “A vote for Nader 
is a vote for Bush.” Even if a third-party candidate wins a 
significant portion of the popular vote, as Ross Perot did 
in 1992, the fact that the candidate lost means that he 
or she will not have any influence on public policy in the 
winner’s administration.

A vote for a third-party candidate is both 
meaningful and worthwhile.  Third parties play an 
important role in the U.S. political system as critics and 
innovators. Many people choose to vote for a third-party 
candidate because they feel that their interests are not 
being addressed by the major-party candidates. Because 
they are vying for the broad support of many diverse 
groups, both major parties are considered relatively con-
servative in their views, and their stances on major issues 
often overlap. In addition, third parties bring to the table 
issues not addressed by the big parties. For example, 
many ideas that we may take for granted today, such as 
women’s suffrage and government regulation of food 
and drug safety, were first introduced and made popu-
lar by third parties. By not voting for a good third-party 
candidate, you ensure that the only voices that influence 
public policy are the same voices we always hear.

266   CHAPTER 9

 1. Do you think third-party candidates have a 
greater chance of winning a national  election or 
a state or local election? Explain your  reasoning.

 2.  Would you ever vote for a third-party  candidate? 
Why or why not?

What Is Your Opinion?
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TAKING NOTES

 S
ECTION

4 The Electoral Process
Main Idea 
The Constitution 
creates a system in 
which citizens elect 
representatives to public 
office. Each citizen has 
the responsibility to 
help make this system 
work. Citizens can affect 
the electoral process in 
many ways, but the most 
powerful is by voting on 
election day.

Reading Focus
 1. How is a political 

campaign organized 
and financed?

 2. How are candidates 
chosen for an 
election?

 3. What are four factors 
that may influence 
voting and voter 
behavior?

 

4.  What is the difference 
between a general 
election and a special 
election?

 5. Do political 
campaigns serve the 
public good?

Key Terms
hard money 
soft money
write-in candidates
caucus
direct primary
closed primary
open primary
plurality
absentee ballot

Several Republican Party presidential candidates 
appear at a debate in June 2007.

Your Vote, Your Voice Voting is the most 
basic exercise of the constitutional principle 
of popular sovereignty. American author 

Louis L’ Amour observed that “to make democracy work, we 
must be a nation of participants, not simply observers. One who 
does not vote has no right to complain.” What does that mean 
today? Our democratic system depends on citizens being actively 
involved in the political process. In our democratic republic, we 
elect people to represent us at all levels of government. These 

people pass laws and make other decisions that affect the pot-
holes in our streets and the security at our ports—everything from 
health care to warfare.

Candidates and their campaigns, political parties, and all 
kinds of interest groups spend hundreds of millions of dollars to 
influence opinions and votes. The decisions you make as a voter—
or do not make by choosing not to vote—can impact you, your 
community, and your nation. 

267

Choose
POWER
TO

THE

Use the graphic 
organizer online 
to take notes on 
some factors that 
may influence 
voter behavior. 
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Organizing and Financing 
Campaigns
Political campaigns are expensive in both 
time and money. A person who wants to run 
for office must determine if he or she can 
raise the money for a campaign and if he or 
she is willing to spend the time it will take. 
So why do people bother to run for office? 

First, holding elective office is considered 
an honor in our society. Also, most candidates 
are public-minded people who want to 
contribute to society. They are fulfilling a 
citizen’s responsibility to act for the common 
good in public affairs. Finally, some people 
run for office because they want the power.  

Political Campaigns Campaigning is hard 
work. Local candidates may spend hours 
walking door-to-door and attending local 
functions to meet voters. Presidential 
candidates travel from state to state to 
appear at rallies, fund-raisers, and meetings.

Candidates are trying to reach and attract 
enough voters to win. Candidates rely heavily 
on the media, especially television, to spread 
their message. They buy air time to run 
political ads or stage events to get free TV 
coverage. Today most candidates have Web 
sites and Web logs, and they hold virtual 
town meetings where voters e-mail or instant 
message questions to the candidate.

Money and Campaigns A candidate 
spends a lot of time raising money. Sources 
of campaign funds include political action 
committees (PACs), the candidate’s party, 
private individuals, the candidate’s personal 
funds, and, in some cases, public funds.

Money donated to an individual campaign 
is known as hard money. State and federal 
laws limit how much money individuals and 
organizations can give to candidates. 
Candidates must file reports with state or 
federal officials, listing how much hard 
money they have received and spent.

Contributions called soft money are a 
way to get around the limits on hard money 
contributions. Soft money is money given to 
a party, rather than to a specific candidate. 

 Summarizing Where do candi-
dates get the funds to pay for their campaigns? 

Choosing Candidates 
How does a person get his or her name on 
the ballot as a candidate? Nomination is the 
first step in the electoral process. As you read 
in Section 3, nominating candidates is one of 
the functions of a political party. Parties 
select candidates by either primary elections 
or caucuses. Either way, a candidate usually 
makes an announcement in the company of 
party officials. The nominating process varies 
from state to state, but it usually involves 
one or more of the following methods.

Self-announcement The first step to 
becoming a candidate is to announce that 
you are running for a certain office. You 
might announce that you are seeking a 
specific party’s nomination for the office, or 
you may decide to run as an independent 
candidate. Sometimes, people who fail to get 
their party’s support will run as a self-
announced candidate. 

Self-nomination usually involves a 
registration process, such as paying a filing 
fee or circulating a petition—signed by a 
certain number of registered voters—to get 
on the ballot. Nomination by petition is 
often used at the local level. Candidates for 
local offices must submit petitions with the 
signatures of a certain number of qualified 
voters who reside in the election district.

A candidate can run as a write-in 
candidate and avoid the petition process. 
Write-in candidates announce they are 
running for an office, usually as an 
independent candidate or as a challenger to 
the party’s preferred candidate, and ask 
voters to write in their name on the ballot. 
Write-in candidates almost always lose: If 
they had more support, they would not run 
as a write-in.

One of the most famous—though 
unsuccessful—write-in candidates was 
Eugene V. Debs, who ran for president in 
1920. Debs, a leader of the Socialist Party, 
had been convicted under the Espionage Act 
of 1917 for a speech he gave in 1918. 
Although his conviction made him ineligible 
to hold office, Debs ran a write-in campaign 
from his prison cell in Atlanta, Georgia. Debs 
received almost 1 million write-in votes out 
of approximately 26 million votes cast.
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NATIONAL PARTY 
CONVENTION
Delegates to each party’s national 
convention officially select the 
party’s presidential candidate.

particular candidate. The candidate with the 
most votes at the precinct level generally has 
the most delegates at the next level.

Conventions Caucuses and conventions 
are similar in some ways and different in 
others. Only party members take part in 
both, and both are ways to nominate 
candidates. However, a convention is open 
to the public. Also, delegates to a convention 
represent party members who are not there.

Local conventions choose delegates to the 
party’s state convention and may nominate 
candidates for local offices. State conventions 
choose candidates for statewide offices, and 
in presidential election years, select delegates 
to the party’s national nominating 
convention, which chooses the party’s 
candidates for president and vice president.

Primary Elections If more than one 
member of a political party seeks the same 
office, a direct primary (meaning “first”) 
election is held. In a direct primary, the 
party’s candidate for office is chosen directly 
by voters. There are two types of direct 
primary elections: closed and open. In a 

Caucuses In some states candidates are 
chosen by caucus. A caucus is a meeting of 
party members who select the candidates to 
run for election. The caucus system began in 
the early 1800s, before today’s election 
process existed. State party leaders would 
meet and select all the candidates for office.

When national party conventions first 
appeared in 1831 and 1832, state party 
leaders still met in state-level caucuses where, 
in addition to selecting candidates, they 
chose delegates to the national convention. 
Party leaders controlled both who went to 
the convention and how they voted when 
they got there. In the 1890s, reformers began 
to take the nominating power out of the 
hands of party leaders and let party members 
vote for the candidate of their choice.

Caucuses are still used in a few states, 
such as Iowa. Precinct caucuses—the lowest 
level—are open to all party members in the 
precinct. Starting in the precincts, caucuses 
endorse candidates for local offices and select 
delegates to the caucus or convention at the 
next level, such as the county or district. 
Caucus members select the delegates based 
on each delegate’s stated preference for a 

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY 
endorse to express 
support or approval 
publicly and openly

SELF-ANNOUNCEMENT 
Candidates for political 
office almost always self-
announce, or declare 
publicly that they are 
running for office.

In July 1992 Bill Clinton won the
Democratic Party’s presidential
nomination. Clinton was elected
president in 1992 and again in 1996.

How does having the support of a political party make it 
easier for a candidate to run for president?

Skills
FOCUS INTERPRETING CHARTS

From self-announcement to national party conventions, the process of presidential-
candidate selection can last from about nine months to a year and a half. 

Presidential Candidate Selection

Bill Clinton announced his 
candidacy for president in 
October 1991.

PAY FILING FEE
Candidates usually pay a 
filing fee in each state to get 
their names placed on that 
state’s election ballot.

COLLECT SIGNATURES
Candidates who lack funds 
to pay the filing fee may get 
their names on the ballot by 
collecting enough signatures 
on a petition.

WRITE-IN CANDIDATES 
A candidate who can neither 
raise the money nor collect 
enough signatures may ask 
voters to write his or her 
name on the ballot.

PARTY PRIMARY 
ELECTION
In most states, if two or 
more candidates from the 
same party are running 
for president, the party 
conducts a primary election 
to choose a candidate.

NOMINATING CAUCUS 
Several states use a party 
caucus, or a “meeting of 
neighbors,” to choose the 
party’s candidates.

VIDEO
Primaries,
Caucuses, and
Conventions
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in a general election, a person must be a U.S. 
citizen at least 18 years of age and a resident 
of the state in which he or she wishes to vote. 
Except in North Dakota, you cannot vote 
unless you are registered to do so. The 
registration requirement prevents ineligible 
people from voting. It also keeps people who 
have not registered from voting, even if they 
are eligible.

Some experts believe that the registration 
requirement is the main reason the voting 
rate in the United States is so low. In recent 
years, governments have made registration 
easier. States are required to let citizens 
register by mail or when they renew their 
driver’s licenses. Some states are considering 
Internet registration and registration at the 
polls on election day.

Voter Behavior Many factors, from being 
the incumbent to being considered likable, 
can influence the way a voter votes. 
Campaigns address as many factors as they 
voters will feel that the candidate deserves to 
win. Four main factors influence why people 
vote the way they do:

Party Identification. • Some voters rely 
greatly on and respond to a candidate’s 
party affiliation. About a third of voters 
identify themselves either as strong Repub-
licans or strong Democrats.
Issues. • Voters’ views on issues that are 
important to them—such as abortion, 
health care, or taxes—can affect their 
choice of candidates.
A candidate’s background. • A voter’s eval-
uation of a candidate’s record, personal-
ity, integrity, age, and character affects the 
choices the voter makes. 
The voter’s background. • A voter’s age, 
gender, race, family beliefs, and income 
and education levels all affect how he or 
she chooses candidates.

 Identifying the Main Idea What 
factors affect voter behavior? 

More About Elections 
Primary elections are one kind of election. 
Two other kinds of elections are general 
elections and special elections. All elections 
are held according to state and federal laws. 

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY 
incumbent person 
who currently holds 
an office or position

closed primary, only voters registered as 
party members can vote in selecting that 
party’s candidates. In an open primary, any 
registered voter may vote in either party’s 
primary election, but only in one of them. 

Most states hold presidential primary 
elections, which allow voters to express their 
preference for a presidential candidate. The 
primary may also choose some or all of the 
state party members who will be delegates to 
the party’s national convention. Each party’s 
presidential candidate is chosen after all the 
states have held their primary elections.

For both major parties, primaries—not 
party leaders or nominating conventions—
play the greatest role in determining who the 
candidates for president will be. Candidates, 
therefore, want to win the early primaries to 
show their strength with voters and build 
momentum for  the i r  nominat ion. 
Traditionally, Iowa and New Hampshire 
hold the first nominating contests. Recently, 
though, other states have sought to hold 
their primaries as early as possible. States 
with early primaries attract candidates—as 
well as the money that comes with them—
and can influence the nomination process.

 Summarizing  Why are primary 
elections an important part of the electoral process?

Voting and Voter Behavior
After the candidates have run their 
campaigns, it is time for voters to choose. 
Voting is a right, and to many people a duty,  
in our democracy. It is a person’s most direct 
and powerful act of popular sovereignty. 

In recent presidential elections, however, 
fewer than two-thirds of eligible voters 
voted. In years with no presidential election, 
turnout may reach the mid-40 percent range. 
In state and local elections, voter turnout is 
usually even lower. Why don’t people vote? 
There are a number of reasons, such as voter 
apathy, disaffection with government, and 
the belief that voting will not make any 
difference. The competitiveness of a race also 
affects turnout. Voters are more likely to vote 
in close races than they are in races where 
the outcome seems predictable.

Voting Requirements To qualify to vote 

ACADEMIC 
VOCABULARY 
apathy lack of 
interest or concern
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voter who cannot be present on election day. 
A voter fills out this ballot and mails it in by 
the date set by law. All states now allow 
absentee voting by mail, but 22 states require  
voters to provide the reason they are using 
the vote-by-mail provision.  

More than 30 states now allow voters to 
vote early, whether they will be absent on 
election day or not. Early voting rules vary 
by state. The early voting period may be as 
long as 45 days, but most states limit it to 
about 14 or 21 days before election day. 

 Contrasting How does a special 
election differ from a general election? 

In addition, each Native American nation 
establishes its own procedures, rules, and 
requirements for electing its leaders. 

General Elections The end of a campaign 
is the general election, in which one candidate 
is elected to each office. In most states, only 
a plurality is required for election. A 
candidate wins by a plurality if he or she has 
more votes than anyone else. In some states, 
however, a candidate must get a majority — 
more than 50 percent—of the votes to win. 
Otherwise, a runoff election is held.

Special Elections Special elections are 
sometimes held at the local or state level to 
let the people, rather than government 
leaders, decide an issue—for example, 
whether to raise taxes. A special election also 
might be called to replace an officeholder 
who has died in or resigned from office.

Holding an Election The dates of general 
elections are set by law. Federal elections 
take place on the first Tuesday following the 
first Monday in November of every even-
numbered year. Most states hold statewide 
elections on the same day, and more than 
half the states require that local elections 
take place on this day as well.

On election day, voters go to the polling 
place in the precinct where they live. The 
polling place is usually run by workers paid 
by the local election authority. Occasionally, 
there will be a number of poll watchers from 
one or more political parties.

Voters cast a secret ballot—that is, they 
vote in private and no one knows for whom 
any individual voted. Votes may be cast on 
paper ballots or on some type of voting 
machine. Many voting machines are now 
electronic. Electronic voting is controversial 
because some machines do not keep a paper 
record of votes cast. Critics fear that using 
such machines increases the chance for 
inaccurate or unfair results due to system 
failure or illegal tampering.

Some voters are not able to vote at their 
polling place because they are seriously ill or, 
as with many members of the armed forces, 
are away from home. These voters can 
request an absentee ballot, which is a ballot 
submitted on or before election day by a 

PRIMARY SOURCES

Making Inferences How will Web logs and online
videos influence politics and public policy in the future?

See Skills Handbook, p. H9. 

Skills
FOCUS

Politics and the Net
These excerpts from a July 2007 Rock the Vote blog were 
written after YouTube sponsored a televised presidential debate. 

 Was the YouTube Debate the Debate 
for Young Voters? 

 Did you catch the CNN/YouTube Democratic Presidential 

Debates . . . ? We sure hope you did, because a good 

portion of the media coverage has been emphasizing 

that this was the debate where young voters finally 

were heard. This debate, held in Charleston, South 

Carolina, was a bit more nontraditional, for the ques-

tions were asked not by a famous news personality, 

but rather by average Americans who submitted their 

 queries over the popular video website YouTube . . .

Though many newspapers and blogs posted varied 

opinions about the candidates’ performances or the 

technology used in the debate . . . many of the articles 

agreed that young voters had a disproportionate role in 

the debates.
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Campaigns and the 
Public Good
Political parties, interest groups, and 
individuals all play a part in determining 
who represents us in our local, state, and 
national government. Parties nominate 
candidates and help define the public issues 
and public agenda the campaign will cover. 
Interest groups lend their voices to the public 
debate and support or oppose candidates 
and issues. Individuals vote, and the results 
of the vote determine which issues are 
important and which policies should 
continue and which policies should change.

Elections and the Public Good Elections 
serve the public good by allowing citizens to 
express their opinion on how the country 
should be run. Election campaigns spend a 
lot of time and money to inform voters about 
the candidates and call attention to important 
issues. Both functions can help voters make 
informed choices on election day. 

Criticism of Campaigns On the other 
hand, the way that many campaigns are 
conducted has generated criticism. Some 
dislike campaigns’ reliance on TV advertising. 
How much useful information, critics ask, is 

provided in a 30-second TV spot? Critics 
also charge that campaign advertising may 
distort or omit information, which leaves 
voters misinformed rather than informed.

Many campaigns are criticized for their 
negative ads. Voters often tell pollsters that 
they oppose negative campaigning. However, 
campaigns continue to “go negative” because 
a candidate who feels that he or she has been 
attacked usually feels the need to respond in 
a similar fashion. In addition, some 
candidates have found that criticizing an 
opponent is more effective in terms of 
influencing voter behavior.  

Critics blame these factors, along with 
voter-registration requirements and today’s 
reduced role of political parties, for the low 
level of voter turnout. These factors may also 
help explain why one-third of Americans 
claim to have little or no interest in politics 
and public affairs.

Whatever people think of political 
campaigns, the issues facing the country, 
such as health care, terrorism, and national 
security, will not go away. Your vote is your 
voice. Voting will help you shape the future 
of your community, state, and country. 

 Summarizing What are two criti-
cisms that some people have about political campaigns? 

 5. a. Describe How do elections and election campaigns serve 
the public good?

  b. Explain What are some steps government might take to 
improve public attitudes about election campaigns?

Critical Thinking
 6. Summarize Copy and complete the graphic organizer. Then 

use it to describe each type of primary election and its uses.

Reviewing Ideas and Terms
 1. a. Describe How does a person become a candidate?
  b. Evaluate How important to a candidate is a strong

campaign organization?

 2. a. Identify What is a candidate’s main activity during
an election campaign?

  b. Make Inferences Why do you think election laws
place limits on hard-money contributions?

 3. a. Recall What two basic requirements must a person
meet to be eligible to vote? 

  b. Evaluate What are some reforms that might increase
the voting rate? How effective do you think those reforms 
might be in increasing voter turnout?

 4. a. Recall What is the federal general election date?
  b. Make Inferences Why might political parties station poll 

workers at polling places on election day?  

SECTION                   ASSESSMENT                4

Primary
Elections
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ONLINE QUIZ

FOCUS ON WRITING

7.  Expository Create a pamphlet that a nonpartisan civic group 
could distribute to educate citizens about voting and why it is 
important.
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CRITICAL THINKING

Campaign finance laws aim to limit the influence that wealthy 
individuals and organizations might exert over elections and 
public officials. The Court’s decision in Buckley v. Valeo estab-

lished the basic rules that govern how modern presidential campaigns are financed.

Buckley v. Valeo (1976)

Background
When corrupt campaign finance practices came to 
public attention following the Watergate scandal and 
the 1972 presidential election, Congress passed several 
amendments to the 1971 Federal Election Campaign 
Act (FECA). Among other provisions, the amend-
ments limited the amount individuals and political 
action committees could contribute to federal election 
campaigns. The amendments also placed limits on the 
amount candidates could spend on their campaigns 
and created the Federal Election Commission (FEC) to 
enforce federal campaign laws.
 Shortly following the passage of the legislation, a 
group led by New York senator James Buckley filed 
suit against the FEC, charging that the new FECA 
amendments were unconstitutional because they 
violated rights protected under the First and Fifth 
amendments to the Constitution. The U.S. District 
Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia upheld 
the spending limitations enacted by Congress, and the 
case proceeded to the Supreme Court.

Arguments for Buckley
The plaintiffs argued that limiting campaign contribu-
tions and expenditures violated the right to freedom of 
speech under the First Amendment, because “virtually 
all meaningful political communications in the mod-
ern setting involve the expenditure of money.” Limit-
ing contributions and expenditures, they said, would 
restrict the speech of some in order to enhance the 
speech of others and would be unconstitutional.

Arguments for Valeo
Proponents for Valeo and the 1974 FECA amendments 
argued that placing limits on campaign contribu-
tions and expenditures would not restrict a citizen’s 
ability to participate in the political process. These 
limits would, in fact, make the process more fair by 
equalizing the influence that wealthy and nonwealthy 
individuals could exert. If wealthy individuals were 
allowed to contribute more, then in effect, they would 
be given a stronger voice in the political process and 
more rights than the nonwealthy.

After Buckley limited contributions to 
campaigns, soft-money contributions 

began to flow to the two parties and related organiza-
tions. Millions of dollars ended up in presidential and 
congressional campaigns. Legislation, such as the 
2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA, or the 
McCain-Feingold Act), tried to limit soft-money contri-
butions. Parts of the BCRA were upheld by the Court 
in 2003, but other provisions of the act were ruled 
unconstitutional in 2007. The impact of Buckley and 
later cases today depends on how the Federal Election 
Commission interprets and enforces these opinions. 

What Do You Think? In Buckley, the Court effectively said 
that in politics, “money is speech.” It upheld limits on campaign 
contributions but not on campaign spending. Should either cam-
paign contributions or campaign expenditures be limited in any 
way? Why or why not? Give examples to support your position.

Constitutional Issue: First Amendment

WHY IT
MATTERS
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The Role of Political Parties in
the Constitutional System
Soon after the Constitution was ratified, there was an unforeseen development to 
which most of the Framers were opposed: the formation of political parties. Learn 
about the Framers’ views on political parties and how parties became an essential 
component of the American political system by helping to address challenges that 
the Constitution left unresolved.

How did the Framers think about political 
parties? James Madison’s argument that the new 
Constitution would control the effects of 
“factions” was part of an ongoing debate within 
Anglo-American political thought about political 
parties. Some British writers, as well as Americans 
such as Alexander Hamilton, used the words 
faction and party as synonyms and viewed them 
as an evil to be eradicated in the society at large. 
Others, such as the Scottish political philosopher 
David Hume (1711–1776), had argued that 
parties were the inevitable result of diverse 
interests. In fact, James Madison followed this 
reasoning in Federalist Paper No. 10 and believed 
that factions could be controlled. Ireland’s 
Edmund Burke (1729–1797), another important 
political thinker, contended that open opposition 
expressed through political parties was a good 
thing. Without parties, Burke believed, opponents 
of the ruler would resort to conspiracy and 
intrigue. Political parties motivated by self-defined 
guiding principles provided a crucial service to the 
body politic by fostering open debate.

No major eighteenth-century American leaders 
echoed Burke’s arguments. However, Americans 
were accustomed to factional politics in their 
colonial and new state governments, often because 
of differing regional or economic concerns. Some 
of the Framers recognized the potential value of 
political parties. For example, Alexander Hamilton 
argued in Federalist Paper No. 70 that parties 
within a legislature could “promote deliberation 
and circumspection, and serve to check excesses 
in the majority.” But once a decision was made, 
Hamilton continued, opposition should cease.

Hamilton, Madison, and the other delegates to 
the Constitutional Convention had no experience 
with an ongoing party system, that is, a system of 
organized, relatively durable political parties that 
accept one another’s right to exist and to compete 
in elections and within government.

Political parties developed within a decade of the 
ratification of the Constitution. Ironically 
Madison and Hamilton became leaders within 
those parties—on opposite sides. Several issues 
contributed to divisions within the national 
government and the nation as a whole. Those 
divisions became the basis for the first parties.

Adapted with permission from Lesson 16 of We the People: The Citizen & the Constitution. 
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Reviewing Ideas and Terms
 1. Identify For Alexander Hamilton, what purpose might 

political parties serve within a legislature?   

 2. Explain What are six important functions that political par-
ties serve in today’s electoral system?

Critical Thinking
 3. Elaborate In what ways does America’s two-party system 

promote or thwart America’s constitutional principles?

The presidential election of 1800 was the first to 
feature candidates for president and vice president 
who were openly supported by political parties. 
Federalists supported the re-election of John 
Adams. Republicans supported Thomas Jefferson. 
The candidates themselves did not campaign 
because it was considered undignified for 
presidential candidates to seek the office actively. 
But the election heightened the bitter party dis-
agreements.

What part do political parties play in today’s 
political system? Today political parties play an 
essential role in the American political system. 
Since the 1860s, the Democratic party and the 
Republican party (founded in 1854) have been 
the two major parties in the United States, 
although the agendas and constituencies of each 
have changed dramatically over the years as new 
issues have created new coalitions and new 
divisions.

Political parties serve several important purposes:

They mobilize popular participation in the nomination and • 
election of candidates for public office.

They connect the executive and legislative branches of • 
government. Presidents generally work most closely with 
members of their own party in Congress, and governors do 
the same with those in their state legislatures.

Political parties connect the national government with • 
state governments. However, each major party has enough 
internal variation to remain viable in states with very differ-
ent political climates.

By joining a political party people indicate their support • 
for a particular platform, the label given to the priorities and 
policies of that party.

Political parties provide forums for deliberating about • 
public policies. In a sense they work in a way that is opposite 
from what Madison suggested about factions. Rather than 
fracture the citizenry and promote passion and interest over 
reason and the common good, parties can help organize and 
channel passions and interests into the system. Each major 
party is like a large tent, under which a variety of interests 
and issues can coexist. Like the “large republic” that Madi-
son envisioned, political parties actually could work against 
the most divisive tendencies of faction and passion.

In times of rapid political change political parties can • 
provide a way of ensuring that people demand a change of 
government, not a change of constitution. Parties can be an 
agent of stability.

In recent years many commentators also have 
observed less favorable aspects of the political 
party system:

The longstanding dominance of the Democratic and • 
Republican parties, entrenched through campaign finance 
laws and other structures, makes it difficult for parties 
espousing truly alternative views and agendas to gain last-
ing political support. In most other nations, especially those 
with parliamentary systems, there usually are many more 
parties, each representing a particular set of policies and 
values. Voters in such systems may feel as though they have 
a wider range of choices.

American “third parties” tend to be short-lived expres-• 
sions of discontent with the two major parties (such as Ross 
Perot’s Reform party in 1992), to be small and oriented 
toward a narrow set of issues, or to be local or state-based. 
They have little chance of becoming new major parties that 
are competitive nationally and over the long haul with the 
Republicans and the Democrats.

If a single set of interests, or a particularly passionate • 
interest, gains dominant power within a party, then the party 
is subject to the same threat of majority tyranny that Madi-
son and other Framers feared in small republics and from 
political factions.
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Chapter Review
 C

HAPTER

Quiz and Review 
GOV 101
Examine key concepts in 
this chapter.

ONLINE QUIZZES
Take a practice quiz for each 
section in this chapter.

Activities 
eActivities
Complete Webquests and 
Internet research activities.

INTERACTIVE FEATURES
Explore interactive versions
of maps and charts.

KEEP IT CURRENT
Link to current events in 
U.S. government.

Partners
American Bar Association
Division for Public Education
Learn more about the law, your 
rights and responsibilities.

Center for Civic Education
Promoting an enlightened and 
responsible citizenry committed 
to democratic principles and 
actively engaged in the practice 
of democracy.

Online Textbook 
ONLINE SIMULATIONS
Learn about U.S. government 
through simulations you can 
complete online.

Read more about 
key topics online 

at hmhsocialstudies.com

Connecting Online
Comprehension and Critical Thinking
SECTION 1 (pp. 248–253)
 1. a. Review Key Terms For each term, write a sentence that explains its 

significance or meaning: public opinion, public policy, mass media, 
poll, sampling error.

  b. Make Inferences How might the media influence policy or regula-
tory decisions made by a government agency or institution? Give a 
recent example from the news.

  c. Elaborate In what ways can the techniques used to conduct a poll 
affect its results?

SECTION 2 (pp. 254–259)
 2. a. Review Key Terms For each term, write a sentence that explains its 

significance or meaning: special interest group, political action com-
mittee, lobbying, grass roots.

  b. Summarize What are the six basic types of interest groups? 
Provide an example of each.

  c. Evaluate Do you think that political action committees and lobby-
ing should be illegal? Explain why or why not.

SECTION 3 (pp. 260–265)
 3. a. Review Key Terms For each term, write a sentence that explains its 

significance or meaning: political party, political spectrum, two-party 
system, third party, precinct.

  b. Contrast What are the basic differences between a one-party, two-
party, and multiparty system?

  c. Elaborate Why are political parties important to the political sys-
tem in the United States?

SECTION 4 (pp. 267–272)
 4. a. Review Key Terms For each term, write a sentence that explains 

its significance or meaning: soft money, caucus, direct primary.
  b. Explain How does the purpose of a general election differ from the 

purpose of a primary election? 
 c. Evaluate What is your opinion about why so many eligible voters 

do not take part in elections?

Critical Reading 
Read the passage in Section 4 that begins with the heading “Choosing 
Candidates.” Then answer the following questions.
 5. Why did many states replace the caucus system with conventions?
  A Caucuses were too expensive.
  B Conventions are open to the public.
  C Party leaders largely controlled the outcome of caucus decisions.
  D Reformers wanted party leaders to have more power.

9
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ANALYZING PRIMARY SOURCES

 6. Political parties can affect our political system as 
well as individuals and elected officials. Research 
the roles political parties play and describe 
the changing influence of parties on elections and 
elected officials. Include in your analysis the roles 
of formal and informal party memberships, the 
development of party machines and regional party 
strongholds, the rise of independent voters, and 
disillusionment with the party system.

 7. Political communications come from various 
sources. Select any public policy issue, such as 
health care, taxes, or privacy. Research one blog, 
one political speech, and one interest group deal-
ing with that issue. Create a spreadsheet and com-
pare the three sources of information, using the 
following criteria: logical validity, appeal to emo-
tions, factual accuracy, factual omissions, distorted 
evidence, and appeals to prejudice or bias. Analyze 
your results. Explain which type of communication 
you would use to decide on a public issue.

 8. One of the responsibilities of a leader is to help 
resolve conflicts between groups. At the local 
level—at school, in your neighborhood, or at the 
city council—your political behavior, such as writ-
ing letters or making speeches, might help resolve 
such conflicts. Give an example of a conflict in your 
community. Describe what steps you could take to 
resolve it. Assess how successful your leadership 
might be in helping the parties reach a satisfac-
tory result to the dispute.

 9. Under the Constitution, you are entitled to 
equality, justice, certain freedoms, and indi-
vidual rights. Select one of these ideas. Research 
and evaluate how changes in economic, geographi-
cal, technological, and social forces have affected 
the topic you chose. For example, how have 
economic, geographic, technological, and social 
changes affected, if at all, your individual rights or 
the idea of justice?

 10. Research third-party movements in the United 
States. In two or three paragraphs, describe their 
influence and the policies that have resulted. 

Political Cartoons Each of the two major 
political parties has a wide and different base 
of sup port. Many people feel that the two-party 
system gives voters clear choices on election day. 
However, others accuse the two parties of holding 
similar views on many issues.

 11. Analyze In your opinion, who is “feeding” the two 
parties?

 12. Elaborate Do you think that contributions from 
special interest groups make the two parties more 
alike or reinforce their differences? Explain your 
answer. 
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FOCUS ON WRITING

Persuasive Writing Persuasive writing takes a posi-
tion for or against an issue, using facts and examples 
as supporting evidence. To practice persuasive writing, 
complete the assignment below.

Writing Topic: Money and Politics

 13. Assignment Some people think that money plays 
too great a role in politics and that donations to 
campaigns should be limited or banned. Defenders 
of the system say that campaign fi nance laws and 
ethics laws for offi ceholders make the process 
fair and open.Write an editorial explaining and 
defending your position on campaign fi nance. Give 
examples to support your position. 
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