In 1896, William Jennings Bryan’s supporters took conrol of the national Democratic
Party. Bryan argued that farmers and workers would be crucified on a “cross of gold” by
conservative bankers and businessmen who insisted on a tight money supply. He lost
the election, but the Democratic Party increasingly backed his populist principles.

The election of 1800 was a
critical moment in American
democracy — the first peaceful
exchange of power between
two parties.

After the Constitution was ratified,
there were no political parties.
George Washington was elected
without opposition.

Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Jefferson

By 1828, supporters of Andrew Jackson had begun
calling themselves Democrats. They wanted small
government, and they opposed trade protection,
national banks, and paper money. Supporters of
John Quincy Adams, calling themselves National
Republicans, wanted a strong central government
that would support internal improvements and
promote commerce.

The Democratic-Republicans gradually
adopted Federalist programs, including
support for manufacturing and commerce
and a stronger central government.
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The Liberty Party was organized in the 1840s
to advocate for the abolition of slavery. It had
little success but was an important forerunner
to other anti-slavery efforts.
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During the 1790s, two parties began to form around differences of opinion
within Washington’s cabinet. Federalists, behind Secretary of the Treasury
Alexander Hamilton, supported a strong central government that could
promote manufacturing and commerce. Supporters of Secretary of State
Thomas Jefferson, who began to call themselves Democratic-Republicans,
believed in small central government and an agricultural society.
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Rufus King
By 1820, the Federalists could no
longer field a presidential candidate.
James Monroe won re-election
without opposition, and the “Era of
Good Feelings” began.

Federalists opposed the War of 1812, and
the American victory cost them support.
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ANTI-MASONIC

By 1836, opponents of Jackson’s Democrats had
organized into the Whig Party. They opposed what
they saw as Jackson’s autocratic rule, and they
supported social, economic, and moral reforms. In
1836, they ran four regional candidates, hoping to
split the electoral vote and throw the election to the
House of Representatives, where the Whig majority
would pick a president. But their strategy failed.

In New York and New England, opposition to
Jackson organized the Anti-Masonic Party,
which feared the role of Freemasons in
government. In 1832, they held the first
presidential nominating convention in the U.S.
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Democratic-Republicans gradually came to support a stronger government and
“internal improvements,” such as roads and canals, that would help commerce. As
belief in broad-based democracy spread, support for Federalists eroded. After the War
of 1812 — which most Americans saw as a victory but which Federalists had opposed
— the Federalist Party crumbled.

FEDERALIST

DEMOCRATIC-REPUBLICAN

•
•
•
•
•

The second party system emerged from a split within the DemocraticRepublican Party. The two main factions were led by Andrew Jackson, hero of
the War of 1812 and Indian wars, and Henry Clay, Speaker of the House of
Representatives. Jackson's followers formed the Democratic Party, while Clay's
formed the Whig Party. Although the parties were fairly evenly divided in
Congress, the Whigs elected only two presidents, both of whom died in office.

Partisan newspapers, often funded by party leaders, were the most important
campaign tool in this period.

•
•
•
•
•
•

AMERICAN

The “Know-Nothing” Party organized in opposition to immigration, especially
of Catholics. At first they worked in secret, and when asked about their
activities, they replied “I know nothing.” In the 1850s, they renamed
themselves the American Party, and in 1856, with the Whig Party breaking up,
they ran Millard Fillmore for president.
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Democrats gradually came to support many Whig policies, such as industrializa-
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Rutherford B. Hayes
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NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC

Benjamin Harrison

James Blaine

Benjamin Harrison

William McKinley

William McKinley

PROHIBITION
In 1876, election results in three southern states were
contested. Congressional Democrats agreed to let Hayes have
the Presidency in exchange for an end to Reconstruction.

John Pierce St. John

In the 1880s, Republicans “waved the bloody
shirt,” gaining support by reminding northern
voters that they had won the Civil War.
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William Jennings Bryan

LIBERAL
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REPUBLICAN
Abraham Lincoln

William Jennings Bryan

John McCauley Palmer

Divided over the issue of slavery, the Whig party split
in the 1850s. Most Northern Whigs joined the new
Republican Party, while many Southern Whigs
became Democrats. The remaining Whigs ran former
president Millard Fillmore on a joint ticket with the
American Party in 1856.

1856

Grover Cleveland

Grover Cleveland

DEMOCRATIC

Horace Greeley

A few remaining Whigs and Know-Nothings
ran John Bell on the Constitutional Union
ticket in 1860, advocating simply to keep the
Union as it was.

tion and railroads, draining Whig support. The issue of slavery and its expansion
into the western territories territories finally split the Whigs in the early 1850s.

Organized around Andrew Jackson in the 1820s. During Jackson’s Presidency,
supported a strong president.
Believed in small government and states’ rights.
Economically conservative. Opposed banks, especially the National Bank, and
paper money. Believed the tariff was a tax on the poor to help the rich.
Pushed for westward expansion.
Support came especially from farmers, rural areas, and the frontier. Most
urban immigrants, especially Catholics, also voted Democratic. All white men
could now vote in most states.

Winfield Scott Hancock

NORTHERN DEMOCRATIC

Abraham Lincoln

Wharton Barker
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The Prohibition Party organized around a single
issue: the banning of alcoholic beverages. They
received a small percentage of the vote in each
election until 1920.

Clinton Bowen Fisk
By the mid-1890s, the Democrats’ northern
coalition of farmers, immigrants, and
businessmen was breaking up. In the
Congressional elections of 1894, Republicans
nearly swept the northern states.

1884

1880

1888

1890

John Bidwell

Joshua Levering

John Granville Wooley

In 1896, Republicans led by William McKinley argued that Bryan’s liberal
economic policies would make everyone poor. McKinley also reassured
immigrants, especially Germans, that he welcomed them as Americans. His
campaign manager, Mark Hanna, raised millions of dollars and used new
techniques of advertising. The result was a Republican landslide. The new
Republican coalition would dominate national politics for another 36 years.
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THIRD PARTY SYSTEM (1854–1896)

For the first time, most voters identified strongly with one party or another. The
first party nominating conventions were held, and the parties used parades and
other events to rally voters. Some 80 percent of eligible voters turned out at the
polls. Several “third parties” were also active in this period, electing representatives to Congress around issues such as slavery and immigration.

•

Originally called themselves Republicans; called “Democrats” or “DemocraticRepublicans” by opponents who saw democracy as dangerous.
Believed that America’s future was with small farmers and opposed “monied
interests.”
Argued for states’ rights and small government.
Supported France in its wars with England.
Support came from farmers as well as workers and craftsmen in towns. Only white
men with property could vote.
Strongest in the South and West.

James Weaver

GREENBACK

Samuel J. Tilden

SECOND PARTY SYSTEM (1828–1854)

The first party system began with divisions in Washington’s cabinet between Secretary
of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Hamilton
supporters, who had strongly favored adopting the Federal Constitution, continued to
call themselves Federalists. Jefferson’s supporters called themselves DemocraticRepublicans. At the time, “parties” or “factions” were considered disloyal and suspect,
but strong party identities emerged by 1796. State parties operated in the elections of
1794, and the presidential elections of 1796 and 1800 were strongly competitive.

The name “Federalist” originally referred to supporters of the Federal Constitution
in the debates over its ratification.
Wanted strong central government to promote commerce and manufacturing,
including a national bank.
Tended to be suspicious of democracy.
Supported England in its wars with France.
Support came especially from urban areas, business, and upper classes. Only white
men with property could vote.
Strongest in New England and coastal towns.
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FIRST PARTY SYSTEM (1792–1820)
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Zachary Taylor

James Baird Weaver

POPULIST

George B. McClellan

CONSTITUTIONAL
UNION

Hugh Lawson White

In 1824, four men ran for president, all calling themselves
Democratic-Republicans. Andrew Jackson won the most
votes, but no candidate won a majority of the electoral
vote. The election went to the House of Representatives,
which chose John Quincy Adams.
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In 1872, Republicans calling for an end to
Reconstruction split and ran Horace Greeley for
president on the Liberal Republican ticket.
Democrats also nominated Greeley.

As Democrats began to take up Populist
causes, the Populist Party lost influence.
In 1900 they ran a “Fusion” ticket,
supporting the Democratic nominee for
president, William Jennings Bryan.

The Populists opposed the gold standard and supported a
freer money supply. More generally, they advocated for
farmers and industrial workers and a stronger government
to work for their interests rather than those of the parties.
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Willie Person Magnum
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Charles Pinkney

Franklin Pierce
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The Democrats, finally split over slavery, could
not agree on a candidate in 1860. Northern and
Southern Democrats ran separate candidates,
and their division allowed the Republicans to
capture the White House.
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In 1854, Whigs and Free-Soilers joined forces to
create the Republican Party. Republicans opposed
the expansion of slavery and adopted a progressive
platform, supporting railroads, the growth of cities,
education, and homesteads for farmers.

In the 1850s, Democrats adopted some Whig
positions, such as support for railroads. Northern
and southern Democrats also agreed that slavery
should be permitted in the western territories. As
a result, by 1856, the Democrats were nearly the
only party in the South.

John C. Breckenridge

Andrew Jackson

James Monroe

The Free Soil Party opposed the expansion of slavery
into the western territories — a popular issue in the
wake of the Mexican War (1846–48). Running on the
slogan “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Labor and Free
Men,” they elected several men to Congress.

The Greenback Party supported government issue of paper
money to help farmers and businesses. By 1884, it also
advocated an income tax, the eight-hour work day, and
women’s right to vote. The party quickly lost support.

The third party system emerged from divisions over slavery. The two major
parties of the 1850s continued to dominate American politics after the Civil War.
They are the same parties still in existence today, but their issues, beliefs, and
supporters have changed many times.
After the Civil War, the major parties were tightly organized. In cities, party
“bosses” organized voters, especially immigrants. Voters were extremely loyal to
their parties, and voter turnout was high. Both parties were made up of

coalitions of people with diverse interests.
At the national level, both parties were largely controlled by business interests in
the 1880s and 1890s. During economic downturns, farmers in the South and
West organized in opposition to both parties. These “Populists” failed to build a
solid party organization, but they succeeded in putting farmers’ issues on the
Democratic agenda.

DEMOCRATIC
•

Believed that Congress should be stronger than the president. Saw Jackson’s
power as dangerous, and took the name “Whig” after Revolutionary Patriots
who had fought against monarchical rule.
To promote industry, supported a tariff (tax) on imported manufactured goods.
Wanted “modernization” of the economy and society. Supported banks,
education, moral reform, and “internal improvements” such as railroads.
Support came from cities and market towns. Most conservative Protestants
were Whigs, as were nearly all wealthy men. All white men could now vote in
most states.

•
•
•
•

REPUBLICAN

After the Civil War, became essentially the only party in the South as African
Americans were increasingly prevented from voting, although all men were
now constitutionally eligible to vote.
In the North and West, support continued from farmers, workers, and Catholic
immigrants as well as some businessmen who had opposed the Civil War.
Continued to support a low tariff and economically conservative policies.
Tended to oppose reforms such as Prohibition.
After the Civil War, controlled at the national level by Northern businessmen.

•
•
•
•
•

Formed from former Whigs, Free-Soilers, and a few northern Democrats who
opposed the expansion of slavery.
Adopted much of the Whig platform, supporting industry and urban growth,
education, and division of western lands into homesteads for farmers.
Strongly nationalist, supporting unity and expansion of national interests.
More likely to support moral reform, including Prohibition.
Supported by a coalition of northern businessmen, skilled craftsmen,
professionals, commercial farmers, and African Americans. (All male citizens
were now constitutionally eligible to vote.)

POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE UNITED STATES, 1789–2010
This chart shows the evolution of political party systems
in the U.S. since 1789. Each “party system” is a roughly
defined time period in which two major political parties,
each with fairly consistent supporters and beliefs, dominated the political scene.

Political parties have shifted many times in 220 years of
national politics. Even when parties have kept the same
names for long periods, their issues, principles, demographics, and regional support all change over time.

The Socialist Party of America was formed in 1901 by a merger of
other smaller parties. It drew support from trade unionists,
progressive social reformers, populist farmers, and immigrant
communities. From 1904 to 1916, its candidates drew between 3
and 6 percent of the vote in presidential elections.

Eugene V. Debs

Populists on both the left and the right were dissatisfied with
Roosevelt’s New Deal, believing that it didn’t go far enough.
Louisiana governor Huey Long and radio personality Father Coughlin
joined forces to create the Share Our Wealth Party, which became the
Union Party after Long was assassinated in 1935. The party’s founders
hoped to draw enough votes to force Democrats to change their
policies, but they won barely 2 percent of the popular vote in 1936.

In 1924, Wisconsin Republican Senator Robert M. La Folette, Jr., a
progressive, broke with the Republican Party and ran for president,
reviving Roosevelt’s Progressive Party. Supported by a farmer-labor
coalition and endorsed by the Socialist Party, he won 17 percent of
the popular vote but carried only his home state of Wisconsin. The
party disbanded after the election.
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Norman Thomas

Norman Thomas

Henry Wallace, who had been Roosevelt’s vice president from
1941 to 1945, ran against Truman in 1948. Wallace, who
supported an end to segregation, peace with the Soviet Union,
and universal health coverage, revived the Progressive Party
name, though the 1948 party had no connection to the one
founded by Theodore Roosevelt in 1912.

Alton B. Parker

Woodrow Wilson

William Jennings Bryan

Woodrow Wilson

James M. Cox

John W. Davis

Franklin D. Roosevelt

Alfred E. Smith

DEMOCRATIC
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Winning candidate for president

The Libertarian Party formed in opposition to high taxes
and increased government regulation. Although only
one Libertarian candidate for president, Ed Clark in
1980, has received more than 1 percent of the national
popular vote, the Libertarian Party continues to function
as a third party nationwide.
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After losing the Republican nomination to Ronald
Reagan in 1980, John Anderson ran for president as
an independent. He billed himself as a moderate
alternative to Reagan and appealed to many liberal
Republicans. He finished with 6.6% of the popular
vote but failed to win a state.
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Wealthy businessman H. Ross Perot ran for president as
an independent in 1992, on a platform that featured a
balanced budget after years of increasing federal debt.
Although he did not win any electoral votes, he won 19
percent of the popular vote, the most of any third-party
candidate since Theodore Roosevelt in 1912.
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Theodore Roosevelt retired in 1908, but by 1912, he
believed that his successor, William H. Taft, was too
closely aligned with business interests. He ran for
president on the Progressive or “Bull Moose” Party ticket.
By splitting the Republican vote, he allowed Democrat
Woodrow Wilson to win the Presidency.

1904

1900

1908

1910

1912

1916

The Great Depression discredited Republican policies favoring business, and
Franklin Roosevelt won the 1932 presidential election in a landslide. His support
came from industrial workers, urban ethnic communities, and the “Solid South” as
well as from African Americans, who voted for Democrats in large numbers for the
first time. This “New Deal” coalition represented the first major shift in party
affiliations since the Civil War. Democrats would dominate national politics for
decades, holding the White House for 28 of the next 36 years and keeping a
majority in the House of Representatives for all but one 2-year term until 1994.

1920

Promising a “return to normalcy” after World War I,
Warren Harding won the Presidency in 1920 and
returned the White House to the Republican Party for
another 12 years.

1924

1928

Voting blocs were essentially the same as in the third party system, with
Republicans stronger than ever in the industrial North and winning support
from people of all economic classes. Business interests dominated for most of
this period, but the Progressive movement rose in response, demanding reforms

of industry and society. Reform had some support from both parties; the
questions of how to promote business while reining in its abuses dominated
domestic politics. The U.S. also became increasingly involved in international
affairs, in the Caribbean, the Pacific, and in Europe during World War I.
In the election of 1896, the Republicans spent unprecedented amounts of
money and used new advertising techniques to reach voters. Their techniques
of fundraising and advertising now became the norm for both parties.

DEMOCRATIC
•

•
•
•

Effectively the only party in the “solid South,” with African-Americans
prevented from voting. After 1920, all men and women over 21 could vote,
but blacks and Indians were often prevented from doing so.
Still supported by farmers, especially in the West, but support dwindling in
the Northeast.
Southern influence meant support for economically conservative policies.
Supported by most immigrant groups in northern cities, who favored
pro-labor policies.

1932

1940

•
•
•
•

1944

Included some Progressive reformers such as Theodore Roosevelt, but
dominated by pro-business conservatives after World War I.
Strongly nationalist, supporting unity and expansion of national interests,
but opposed entry into World War I. Isolationist after the war.
More likely to support moral reform, including Prohibition.
Dominated politics in the 1920s after the failures of Woodrow Wilson’s
international policies.
Strongly supported by women after passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.
All adults over the age of 21were now constitutionally eligible to vote, but
blacks and Indians were often prevented from doing so.

1948

In 1952, the Republicans re-branded their
party around Dwight Eisenhower, the victorious
supreme commander of Allied forces during World War
II. Eisenhower was elected president twice, and
Republicans briefly captured control of Congress.
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Lyndon Johnson, who became president on Kennedy’s
death in 1963, won re-election in a landslide in 1964. But
his civil rights legislation angered many southern whites,
and what Republican Richard Nixon called the nation’s
“silent majority” rebelled against the Democrats’ liberal
policies and voted Republican.
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John G. Schmitz
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Southern whites angered by civil rights legislation and
federally-enforced desegregation supported Alabama
Governor George Wallace in 1968, who had fought the
integration of Alabama’s schools.
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After World War II, both parties supported a strong national defense. The
Republican Party was divided between moderate and conservative wings and
did little to challenge the New Deal’s social programs. But the New Deal
coalition broke down in the 1960s amid social turmoil, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Vietnam War. Southern and working-class whites began voting for
Republican candidates in national elections, and the Republican Party gradually
grew more conservative.

Historians disagree about when — or whether— the fifth political party system
ended. Some argue that it broke down in 1968, when Republican Richard Nixon
won the White House; others point to Reagan’s election in 1980. Certainly by
1994, when Republicans swept to majorities in both houses of Congress, the
parties had shifted. Republicans now dominate national elections in the South
and mountain West, while Democrats win the Northeast and other urban areas.

DEMOCRATIC

REPUBLICAN

DEMOCRATIC

•
•
•
•

Effectively the only party in the “solid South” until the 1960s, when civil rights
legislation enforced blacks’ right to vote.
Supported by most African Americans and “ethnic whites,” the children and
grandchildren of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe.
Supported regulation of business and social programs such as Social Security
and Medicare, but Southern wing often countered liberal interests.
National party supported civil rights for African Americans.
Quicker to support U.S. involvement in World War II, and supported strong
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1968—PRESENT

The Great Depression discredited the Republican Party’s support of business
interests. In 1932, Democrat Franklin Roosevelt was elected president by
working-class whites, African Americans, and southern whites.” This “New Deal
coalition” would keep the Democrats in power nationally for decades. Between
1932 and 1968, Republicans controlled the White House for only 8 years and the
Senate for 2; they would not hold a majority in the U.S. House of Representatives
again until 1994.

•

Bill Clinton

In 2000, Democratic candidate Al Gore won a slight plurality of the
popular vote — 48.4 percent to George W. Bush’s 47.9 percent. But
Bush won the electoral vote, 271 to 266. His electors included those
of Florida, where the vote was so close that recounts and lawsuits
ensued, eventually ending in a Supreme Court decision in Bush’s
favor. Green Party candidate Ralph Nader won 2.7 percent of the
popular vote nationwide, including enough Democratic votes in
Florida to cost Gore that state’s electors and the presidency.

Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980 by
breaking down FDR’s New Deal coalition. He attracted
working-class and ethnic whites, who became known
as “Reagan Democrats.” These voters continued to elect
Democrats in state and local elections, but supported
Republicans for the White House.

FIFTH PARTY SYSTEM (1932–1968)

REPUBLICAN
•

Harry Truman, Roosevelt’s last vice president, became president on
Roosevelt’s death in 1945. His efforts to integrate the military and
the federal government angered southern Democrats, many of
whom supported South Carolina conservative Strom Thurmond for
president in 1948. A staunch segregationist, Thurmond carried four
southern states but only 2.4 percent of the national vote.

1936

FOURTH PARTY SYSTEM (1896–1932)
The Republicans’ victory in the election of 1896 began an era of Republican
dominance that lasted for 36 years. The only Democratic president during this
period, Woodrow Wilson, was elected when the Republican Party split in 1912.

1930

Barack Obama became the first African American
president of the United States in 2008, winning
several states — including North Carolina, Virginia,
and Indiana — that for decades had reliably voted
Republican in presidential elections.

Ed Clark

STATES’ RIGHTS DEMOCRATIC
(”DIXIECRAT ”)

William Lemke

Robert M. La Follette, Sr.

REPUBLICAN
Theodore Roosevelt

Candidate for president

Strom Thurmond

UNION

PROGRESSIVE

William McKinley

John Adams

Henry A. Wallace

POPULIST
William Jennings Bryan

Presidential candidates are also listed for each party,
with the winning candidate in bold:

The breaks within the Democratic Party made it look as
though Thomas Dewey, the Republican candidate for
president in 1948, would win easily. But Truman won a
second term in a stunning upset.

SOCIALIST

Wharton Barker

The colored lines represent organized parties that had a
significant impact on national politics, electing members of Congress or receiving more than 1% of the vote
for president. Where the lines merge and split, parties
split or party affiliations changed dramatically in a short
period of time. (Of course, people switch parties all the
time, but we can’t show that on the chart.)

Divided between moderate and conservative wings. Conservatives
challenged New Deal social programs and “big government,” but gained little
popular support.
Supported strong national defense during the Cold War but less internationalist than the Democrats.
Opposed most civil rights legislation, though not necessarily racial equality.
Only success in national elections came from public support for Dwight
Eisenhower, the supreme commander of Allied forces in World War II.

The two parties now are more clearly divided ideologically than they have been

•

•
•
•

Support an active national government, regulation of business, social
programs, civil rights legislation, and environmental protection. Supported
by organized labor.
More likely to support “progressive” social issues such as abortion rights and
gay rights.
Strongly supported by African Americans.
Increasingly draw support from urban and heavily populated areas and from
educated classes.

since the Civil War. Republicans support strong national defense, low taxes, and
small government, and prefer state power over federal power. Democrats
support a strong and active national government and are more likely to support
social programs and a progressive income tax to pay for them.
As the ideological divisions between the parties have grown clearer, more and
more money has been spent on elections, and political arguments have grown
increasingly less civil. Yet more people than ever identify as independents.

REPUBLICAN
•
•
•
•

Support for strong national defense has helped Republican presidential
candidates.
Have supported deregulation of business, scaling back of social programs,
and tax cuts. Generally prefer state power to national power.
Supported by social conservatives, including a coalition of religious groups;
oppose abortion and gay marriage.
Increasingly supported by southern whites, working class whites, and people
in rural areas.
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