
The US is known for having a two-party system, with the Republican and Democratic parties dominating 
national and state-level politics. There are major differences between the two main parties on key political 
issues, and the level of partisanship in America is now so high that supporters of the two main parties often 
disagree on basic facts. This level of partisanship is reflected in Congress, with a high number of party unity 
votes where a majority of one party frequently opposes a majority of the other party.
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Political parties in the US

Key policy Democrats Republicans

Death penalty Oppose Support

Gun control Support Oppose

Women’s rights on abortion Support Oppose

Gay rights, same-sex marriage Support Oppose

High levels of defence spending Oppose Support

Strict environmental controls Support Oppose

Stricter controls on immigration Oppose Support

Prayer in state-run schools Oppose Support

Smaller role for the Federal Government Oppose Support

Increased spending on social welfare 
programmes

Support Oppose

Key issues
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When discussing political parties of the US, it’s crucial to understand the differences within the political parties.

Differences within the parties

The Democratic Party

Speaking recently of her Democratic Party, Nancy Pelosi hailed the ‘beautiful dynamism’ of her political party. 
Certainly, President Biden will have to contend with the expectations of two competing groups within his own 
party as he seeks to govern.

New Democrats

This is a term for more moderate or 
centrist Democrats that refers to Bill 
Clinton’s era as he sought to make 
the Democratic Party more electable. 
Both Biden and Harris belong to this 
centre-left group that focuses on 
winning elections and appealing to 
the centre ground. 

Progressive Democrats

The progressive wing of the Democratic 
Party contains such figures as 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Ilhan 
Omar who are constantly pushing 
for the Democratic Party to adopt 
more liberal policies both socially and 
economically.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez Ilhan Omar Joe Biden and Kamala Harris
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The Republican Party

The effect of Donald Trump on the Republican Party has been seismic. Some observers remark that it has 
become the party of Trump. Former Republican Speaker of the House John Boehner said in May 2018, ‘There is 
no Republican Party. There’s a Trump Party. The Republican Party is kind of taking a nap somewhere.’

Moderate Republican Senator Susan Collins
Mitt Romney Mike Pence

Whilst the Republican Party attempts to define itself in a post- President Trump era, it is still possible to identify 
and discuss the factions that exist within the Republican Party.

Moderate Republicans

Dating back to Nelson Rockefeller in 
1964 and beyond, this is a moderate 
faction of the party that has been 
in steady retreat in recent years. 
The nomination of ‘Moderate Mitt’ 
(Romney) in 2012 was a highlight, but 
his subsequent defeat has seen the 
party turn far more conservative. Often 
labelled R.I.N.O.s (Republican in Name 
Only), they will hope to have a clearer 
voice in the direction of the party in a 
post- President Trump world.

Tea Party Movement

A group that emerged during the 
Obama presidency that was keen to 
promote limited government and 
fiscal conservatism. They succeeded 
in moving the Republican Party to 
the right and alienating moderate 
Republicans. Influential figures were 
Sarah Palin, former running mate of 
John McCain in 2008, and Senator Ted 
Cruz.

Religious Right

A conservative coalition within the 
Republican Party that promotes 
conservative outcomes on a 
range of social and religious 
issues. Their embrace of Donald 
Trump is exemplified by the 
former Vice President Mike Pence 
who is a prominent religious 
conservative keen to espouse 
the importance of faith, flag and 
family.

Sarah Palin
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How important are third parties in US politics?

Important Less important

Ross Perot won 19% of the vote in 1992 as a third 
party candidate and contributed to President 
Bush’s defeat.

The two major parties dominate presidential 
elections. All presidents since 1853 have been 
Democrats or Republicans.

The impact of Ralph Nader and the Green Party 
on the 2000 result was clear, as Bush won Florida 
and consequently the presidency by 537 votes, 
and Ralph Nader won 97,421 in the state.

The two major parties overwhelmingly control 
the Congress, with almost all representatives and 
senators being Democrats or Republicans.

Third parties often lose elections but win 
influence by changing the policies of one (or 
both) of the major political parties. Ross Perot’s 
‘balanced budget’ proposal being one such 
example.

The two major parties are always able to co-opt the 
policies of successful third parties and thus ensure 
their longevity and survival, e.g. the Republican 
Party was not taken over entirely by the Tea Party 
movement.

Howie Hawkins, Green Party 
presidential candidate in 2020

Jo Jorgenson – Libertarian Party 
presidential candidate in 2020


