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political parties definition ap gov is a fundamental concept in the study of
American government and politics. Understanding political parties is
essential for grasping how the American political system operates, including
how elections are conducted, how policy is formulated, and how political
power is distributed. In the context of AP Government, political parties are
defined as organized groups that seek to influence government policy by
nominating candidates and winning elections. This article explores the
definition of political parties within AP Government curriculum, their
historical development, functions, structures, and the role they play in the
American political system. Additionally, it examines the two-party system,
party realignments, and the impact of third parties in U.S. politics. The
following sections provide a comprehensive overview aimed at enhancing
understanding of political parties as defined and analyzed in AP Government
coursework.

Definition and Purpose of Political Parties

Historical Development of Political Parties in the U.S.

Functions of Political Parties

Party Structures and Organization

The Two-Party System and Its Implications

Party Realignment and Dealignment

e The Role and Influence of Third Parties

Definition and Purpose of Political Parties

Political parties, according to the political parties definition ap gov, are
formal organizations that aim to gain political power by electing members to
public office. They serve as intermediaries between the government and the
public by organizing candidates for elections, coordinating policy positions,
and mobilizing voters. The primary purpose of political parties is to
translate public preferences into public policy and to provide a structured
framework for political competition. In AP Government, parties are
distinguished from interest groups by their focus on winning elections and
governing, whereas interest groups primarily seek to influence policy without
nominating candidates.



Key Characteristics of Political Parties

Political parties exhibit specific features that differentiate them from
other political entities. These include:

» Candidate Nomination: Parties select and support candidates for elected
office.

e Policy Formulation: They develop platforms that outline their policy
goals and ideological positions.

e Voter Mobilization: Parties engage in efforts to encourage voter turnout
and political participation.

e Government Organization: Parties organize legislative and executive
branches by coordinating members' actions.

Historical Development of Political Parties in
the U.S.

The origins and evolution of political parties in the United States provide
essential context for understanding their current roles. The political
parties definition ap gov includes tracing this development from the early
republic to the modern era. Initially, the Founding Fathers were wary of
political parties, often referring to them as factions that could destabilize
the republic. Nonetheless, parties quickly emerged as central to American
politics.

Early Political Parties

The first political parties in the U.S. were the Federalists, led by
Alexander Hamilton, and the Democratic-Republicans, led by Thomas Jefferson.
These parties formed in opposition to one another over issues such as the
scope of federal power and economic policy. The Federalists favored a strong
central government, while the Democratic-Republicans advocated for states’
rights and agrarian interests.

19th Century Party Development

Throughout the 19th century, parties evolved with the rise of the Democratic
Party and the Whig Party, followed by the emergence of the Republican Party
in the 1850s. This period was marked by intense competition over issues such
as slavery, economic development, and territorial expansion.



Functions of Political Parties

Political parties perform several critical functions in the American
political system. According to the political parties definition ap gov, these
functions are vital to the operation of democracy and governance.

Recruitment and Nomination

One of the primary functions of political parties is recruiting candidates to
run for political office. Parties vet potential candidates, endorse them, and
provide resources for successful campaigns.

Policy Formulation and Promotion

Political parties articulate policy agendas through party platforms, which
serve as blueprints for legislative and executive actions once their
candidates are elected.

Mobilization of Voters

Parties play a significant role in encouraging voter participation,
organizing campaigns, and facilitating communication between candidates and
the electorate.

Government Organization and Coordination

Once elected, party members work together in legislative bodies and executive
offices to coordinate policy-making, ensuring party cohesion and
effectiveness.

Party Structures and Organization

The organization of political parties is multi-layered, spanning local,
state, and national levels. The political parties definition ap gov
emphasizes the importance of understanding this structure to appreciate how
parties function in practice.

National Party Organizations

At the national level, parties maintain committees such as the Democratic
National Committee (DNC) and the Republican National Committee (RNC), which
oversee national conventions, fundraising, and strategic planning.



State and Local Party Organizations

State and local party organizations are responsible for grassroots
mobilization, candidate recruitment at local levels, and coordinating state-
specific political strategies.

Party Coalitions

Parties often form coalitions comprising various demographic, geographic, and
ideological groups to broaden their electoral appeal and policy influence.

The Two-Party System and Its Implications

The United States is characterized by a predominant two-party system,
primarily featuring the Democratic and Republican parties. This system is a
central topic within the political parties definition ap gov framework due to
its impact on political competition and governance.

Reasons for the Two-Party System

Several factors contribute to the persistence of the two-party system:

e Electoral Rules: The single-member district, plurality voting system
(first-past-the-post) discourages third-party success.

e Historical Legacy: Long-standing party traditions and institutional
advantages reinforce the dominance of two major parties.

e Political Socialization: Voters often align with one of the two major
parties due to ideological familiarity and perceived viability.

Implications of a Two-Party System

The two-party system shapes political discourse, policy choices, and
electoral dynamics. It tends to promote political stability but can also
limit diverse representation and debate.

Party Realignment and Dealignment

Political parties in the United States have experienced shifts in their
coalitions and voter bases, concepts known as realignment and dealignment,
which are integral to the political parties definition ap gov.



Party Realignment

Party realignment refers to a significant and lasting shift in party loyalty
among the electorate, often triggered by critical elections or major social
and economic changes. Examples include the New Deal coalition formation in
the 1930s.

Party Dealignment

Dealignment occurs when voters abandon their party affiliations without
developing new, stable loyalties, leading to increased numbers of
independents and volatile electoral outcomes.

The Role and Influence of Third Parties

Although third parties rarely win major elections in the United States, they
remain an important phenomenon within the political parties definition ap
gov. Third parties often introduce new ideas and can influence the platforms
of major parties.

Types of Third Parties

Third parties can be categorized into various types:

e Ideological Parties: Focused on broad, consistent ideologies, such as
the Libertarian Party.

e Single-Issue Parties: Concentrate on one policy area, like the Green
Party with environmental issues.

e Economic Protest Parties: Arise during economic distress to challenge
the status quo.

e Splinter Parties: Formed by factions breaking away from major parties.

Impact on U.S. Politics

Third parties can act as "spoilers" by drawing votes away from major party
candidates or pushing major parties to address specific issues. Despite their
limited electoral success, their role in shaping political discourse 1is
significant.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of a political party in AP
Government?

In AP Government, a political party is an organized group of individuals who
share similar political beliefs and work together to influence government
policy by getting their candidates elected to public office.

Why are political parties important in the American
political system according to AP Gov?

Political parties are important because they organize elections, simplify
choices for voters, coordinate policymaking, and provide a link between the
public and the government.

How do political parties differ from interest groups
in AP Government?

Political parties aim to win elections and control government by running
candidates, whereas interest groups seek to influence policy without running
candidates.

What role do political parties play in the U.S.
Congress as covered in AP Government?

Political parties organize the legislative agenda, select leaders, assign
committee memberships, and help coordinate voting among members in Congress.

How does AP Government define the two-party system
in the United States?

The two-party system refers to the dominance of two major political parties,
the Democrats and Republicans, in American politics, which influences
elections, policymaking, and governance.

Additional Resources

1. Political Parties: A Cross-National Survey

This book offers a comprehensive overview of political parties across
different countries, exploring their origins, structures, and functions. It
is particularly useful for AP Government students seeking to understand how
parties operate within various political systems. The text also examines the
role of parties in shaping policy and public opinion.



2. Understanding Political Parties and Interest Groups

This title delves into the dynamics between political parties and interest
groups, highlighting their influence on American politics. It provides clear
definitions and examples relevant to AP Government curriculum. Readers will
gain insight into how parties mobilize voters and how interest groups
advocate for specific policies.

3. The American Party System: An Introduction

Focused on the U.S. political party system, this book explains the
development, organization, and impact of major and minor parties. It covers
key concepts such as party identification, realignment, and the two-party
system. The book is well-suited for students learning about the foundational
elements of AP Government.

4. Party Politics in America

This book offers an in-depth analysis of the role political parties play in
American democracy. It discusses the historical evolution of parties, their
role in elections, and their influence on governance. The accessible language
makes it ideal for high school students studying AP Government.

5. Political Parties and Democracy

Exploring the relationship between political parties and democratic
governance, this book highlights the essential functions parties serve in
representing citizens and organizing government. It includes comparative
perspectives that help readers understand variations in party systems
worldwide. The book is useful for grasping the theoretical underpinnings of
political parties.

6. The Dynamics of American Political Parties

This title examines how political parties adapt to changing political
landscapes and voter bases in the United States. It covers the impact of
social movements, demographic shifts, and electoral reforms on party
strategies. The book provides practical examples relevant to AP Government
discussions on party evolution.

7. Political Parties and Electoral Systems

Focusing on the interaction between political parties and different electoral
systems, this book explains how rules of elections influence party behavior
and structure. It offers a comparative approach, highlighting the differences
between majoritarian and proportional representation systems. This resource
is valuable for understanding why parties develop differently across
countries.

8. Party Identification and Political Behavior

This book explores how individuals develop party identification and how this
influences their political attitudes and voting behavior. It presents
research findings and theoretical frameworks that are essential for
understanding voter-party dynamics. AP Government students will find this
book helpful for analyzing election outcomes.

9. Foundations of American Political Parties



This foundational text covers the history, ideology, and organization of the
major American political parties. It discusses key concepts such as party
platforms, coalitions, and the role of party leaders. The book serves as a
solid introduction for students beginning their study of political parties in
AP Government.
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