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US Political Parties  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Component 2: Government & Politics of the USA
1. Glossary
	Term
	Definition

	Two-Party System
	A system in which only two major parties (Democrats and Republicans) have a realistic chance of winning power, with smaller parties marginalised.

	Party Platform
	A formal document setting out a party's policy positions, adopted at its National Convention ahead of a presidential election.

	National Committee (DNC/RNC)
	The Democratic National Committee and Republican National Committee — the national organisational bodies that coordinate strategy, fundraising and conventions for each party.

	National Party Convention
	The event at which a party formally nominates its presidential ticket and adopts its platform, held every four years.

	Party Polarization
	The growing ideological distance between the two major parties, and increasing hostility/uniformity within each, reducing the ideological overlap between them.

	Party Realignment
	A lasting shift in the group of voters who support each party, often triggered by a major political event or issue (e.g. the New Deal, civil rights).

	Party Dealignment
	A weakening of voters' attachment to either major party, associated with a rise in independent identification and ticket-splitting.

	Ticket-Splitting
	Voting for candidates from different parties for different offices on the same ballot, e.g. a Republican for president and a Democrat for Congress.

	Straight-Ticket Voting
	Voting for candidates from the same party for every office on the ballot, increasingly common as polarization has grown.

	Party Coalition
	The combination of different social, demographic or ideological groups that together make up a party's base of support.

	Factionalism
	The existence of distinct internal groups within a party with differing ideological priorities, e.g. progressives vs moderates within the Democratic Party.

	Third Party / Minor Party
	Any party other than the Democrats or Republicans, e.g. the Libertarian or Green Party, which rarely wins major office in the USA.

	Ballot Access Laws
	State-level rules governing the requirements (e.g. signatures, filing fees) a candidate or party must meet to appear on the ballot, often disadvantaging minor parties.

	Duverger's Law
	The theory that single-member plurality (FPTP-style) electoral systems tend to produce and sustain two-party systems.

	Partisanship
	Strong identification with and loyalty to one political party, shaping how a person votes and views political issues.

	Swing Voter
	A voter without a strong, fixed party allegiance, who may vote for either major party depending on the candidates or issues in a given election.

	Party Base
	The group of a party's most loyal, reliable supporters, whose turnout and enthusiasm are crucial in elections, especially primaries.

	Big Tent Party
	A party that seeks to include a broad range of views and groups under one banner, in contrast to a narrowly ideological party.

	Party Identification
	A voter's long-term psychological attachment to a political party, often formed early in life and a strong predictor of voting behaviour.

	Decentralised Party Structure
	The US parties' organisational model, in which state and local party organisations operate with significant independence from the national committee.


2. Key Knowledge
1. The Two-Party System — Dominance & Causes
1. Historical entrenchment: Since the 1850s, the Democratic and Republican parties have dominated US elections at almost every level of government.
1. Duverger's Law: The FPTP-style, single-member-district electoral system used for most US elections tends to squeeze out smaller parties and sustain two-party dominance.
1. Ballot access & debate rules: State ballot access laws and exclusion from televised presidential debates (requiring ~15% polling) create major structural barriers for minor parties.
1. Winner-takes-all culture: Because there is no reward for finishing second, voters and donors are discouraged from 'wasting' support on parties unlikely to win.
2. Party Organisation — A Decentralised Structure
1. National committees: The DNC and RNC coordinate national strategy, fundraising and conventions but have limited power to discipline members or dictate policy.
1. State & local parties: State party organisations operate with significant independence, reflecting the USA's federal structure and diverse regional politics.
1. Weak central discipline: Unlike UK parties, US parties cannot easily deselect or whip elected officials, giving individual members of Congress considerable independence.
1. Candidate-centred politics: Candidates often build personal campaign organisations and fundraising networks somewhat independent of the national party machine.
3. Party Ideology & Internal Factions
1. Democratic Party coalition: Broadly progressive/liberal, drawing support from urban, minority, younger and college-educated voters; internal factions range from progressives (e.g. the 'Squad') to moderates.
1. Republican Party coalition: Broadly conservative, drawing support from rural, older, white and evangelical voters; internal factions range from traditional/establishment conservatives to the more populist MAGA/Tea Party wing.
1. Big tent parties: Both major parties function as broad coalitions of interests rather than single, unified ideological movements, requiring internal compromise.
1. Primaries and factional battles: Party primaries are often where factional disputes over ideology and direction are fought out between candidates.
4. Party Polarization
1. Ideological sorting: Voters and politicians have increasingly sorted into consistently liberal (Democratic) or conservative (Republican) camps, reducing ideological overlap.
1. Causes: Contributing factors include partisan primaries, gerrymandered 'safe' districts, partisan media/social media, and geographic self-sorting into like-minded communities.
1. Effects on Congress: Polarization has increased legislative gridlock, reduced bipartisan cooperation, and made divided government more contentious.
1. Effects on voters: Straight-ticket voting has increased and split-ticket voting has declined, as voters align more consistently with a single party across offices.
5. Party Realignment & Dealignment
1. New Deal Coalition (1930s): Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal built a Democratic coalition of working-class, urban, and Southern voters that dominated for decades.
1. Southern realignment: Following the Civil Rights Act (1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965), the once solidly Democratic South gradually shifted to become a Republican stronghold.
1. Reagan Democrats: Working-class voters who had traditionally supported Democrats shifted to support Ronald Reagan and the Republican Party in the 1980s.
1. Dealignment debate: Some argue traditional party loyalty has weakened (rising independents), while polarization suggests strong, if different, partisan attachments persist.
6. Third Parties & Barriers to Their Success
1. Historical examples: Theodore Roosevelt's Progressive ('Bull Moose') Party (1912), George Wallace's American Independent Party (1968), Ross Perot's Reform Party campaign (1992).
1. Spoiler effect: Minor party candidates, such as Ralph Nader in 2000, are sometimes credited (or blamed) with drawing votes away from a major party and affecting the outcome.
1. Structural barriers: Ballot access laws, debate exclusion thresholds, and the electoral system itself make sustained third-party success extremely rare.
1. Continued minor party presence: Parties like the Libertarian and Green parties persist and can shape debate/policy agendas even without winning major office.
3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Research the realignment of the American South from Democratic to Republican dominance following the Civil Rights Act (1964) and evaluate the significance of this shift.
1. 2. Compare factions within the Democratic Party (e.g. progressive vs moderate wings) with factions within the Republican Party (e.g. establishment vs MAGA/Tea Party wings), using specific named politicians as examples.
1. 3. Investigate a specific third-party or independent presidential campaign (e.g. Ross Perot 1992, Ralph Nader 2000) and evaluate its impact on the outcome of that election.
1. 4. Evaluate the extent to which increasing party polarization has changed how Congress functions, using a specific example of legislative gridlock or highly partisan voting.
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether US political parties have declined or renewed in significance since the mid-20th century.
1. 6. Create a timeline of major party realignments in US history (e.g. the 1860s, the 1930s New Deal, the 1960s–80s Southern realignment), identifying the key issue driving each.
4. Assessment — 'Analyse and Explain Three Ways/Factors' Questions
Use these as short-answer analytical practice. For each question, identify three distinct ways/factors, and for each one write a developed explanation (point + explanation + specific evidence/example) rather than a simple list.
1. Q1. Analyse and explain three factors that explain the dominance of the two-party system in the USA.
1. Q2. Analyse and explain three ways in which US political parties are more decentralised than UK political parties.
1. Q3. Analyse and explain three factors that have contributed to increased party polarization in the USA.
1. Q4. Analyse and explain three ways in which factions exist within the Democratic or Republican Party.
1. Q5. Analyse and explain three barriers faced by third parties in US elections.
1. Q6. Analyse and explain three ways in which party realignment has occurred in US political history.
1. Q7. Analyse and explain three effects of party polarization on Congress.
1. Q8. Analyse and explain three functions performed by US political parties.
1. Q9. Analyse and explain three factors that explain why some voters engage in ticket-splitting.
1. Q10. Analyse and explain three ways in which party identification affects voting behaviour.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on political parties.
1. Matt Grossmann & David Hopkins, 'Asymmetric Politics' — analysis of the differing nature of the Democratic and Republican coalitions.
1. Mickey Edwards, 'The Parties Versus the People' — a critical account of party polarization and its effects on governance.
Websites
1. pewresearch.org — polling data and reports tracking party polarization and voter identification over time.
1. democrats.org and gop.com — primary source material showing each party's official platform and messaging.
1. ballotpedia.org — detailed coverage of state ballot access rules and third-party/minor-party candidates.
1. fairvote.org — analysis of how the electoral system affects two-party dominance.
Podcasts
1. 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of party strategy, primaries and internal factional debates.
1. 'FiveThirtyEight Politics' — data-driven analysis of polarization, party coalitions and voting trends.
1. 'Pew Research Center' briefings/podcasts — accessible summaries of survey data on party identification.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'The Swamp' (HBO, 2020) — documentary following members of Congress from both parties navigating party pressures and gridlock.
1. BBC Radio 4 'Americast' — ongoing analysis of party dynamics and internal factional developments.
