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Political Parties Were Not Part of the Original
Design

The United States Constitution does not establish political parties. Many of the people who wrote and
ratified it distrusted organized factions and hoped that public officials would deliberate for the
common good rather than obey permanent party organizations. George Washington’s Farewell
Address warned that the “spirit of party” could divide the country, inflame hostility, and open the
government to foreign influence. Yet parties appeared almost immediately.

This was not simply a failure of the founders to follow their own advice. The new government had to
make decisions about taxation, public debt, banking, foreign policy, constitutional interpretation, and
the relationship between the federal government and the states. Those decisions created durable
alliances. Newspapers, congressional cooperation, presidential elections, and local political networks
turned disagreements among leaders into organizations that could mobilize voters. Parties emerged
because representative government required ways to coordinate candidates and policies across a
large republic. (“Library of Congress”, 2026)

The history is best understood as a sequence of party systems rather than one unchanging rivalry.
The Federalists and Democratic-Republicans formed in the 1790s. Democrats and Whigs competed in
the second party system. The slavery crisis destroyed the Whigs and produced the Republican Party.
Later realignments changed the social and regional bases of Democrats and Republicans even while
the two party names survived.

Ratification: Federalists and Anti-Federalists

The first major political division concerned the proposed Constitution of 1787. Supporters called
themselves Federalists. They argued that the Articles of Confederation had created a national
government too weak to regulate commerce, raise reliable revenue, respond to unrest, or conduct
foreign affairs effectively. Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay defended the Constitution
in essays later collected as The Federalist.

Opponents became known as Anti-Federalists, although they did not form one centralized
organization. They feared that the proposed government would become distant, expensive, and
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potentially tyrannical. Many objected to the absence of a declaration protecting individual rights.
Their criticism contributed directly to the promise that amendments would be considered after
ratification.

The Bill of Rights was ratified in 1791, not 1991 as the original paper stated. The first ten
amendments protected freedoms including religion, speech, press, assembly, and petition and
addressed criminal procedure, federal power, and reserved powers. The amendments did not end
disagreement about the Constitution. They helped secure acceptance of the new framework while
leaving future generations to debate its meaning.

Federalist and Anti-Federalist positions during ratification were predecessors to later party conflict,
but the groups should not be treated as identical to the Federalist and Democratic-Republican parties
of the 1790s. James Madison, for example, was a leading defender of the Constitution and later
helped organize opposition to Hamilton’s Federalist program.

Hamilton’'s Program and the First Party System

As secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton proposed that the federal government fund the
national debt, assume certain state debts, establish a national bank, and support commercial and
manufacturing development. He believed public credit and a strong national financial system would
bind influential economic interests to the new government and strengthen the country.

Thomas Jefferson, secretary of State, and James Madison opposed parts of this program. They worried
that concentrated financial power would favor speculators, merchants, and an emerging elite at the
expense of farmers and republican equality. The dispute over the Bank of the United States became a
dispute over constitutional interpretation. Hamilton defended implied powers: if an institution was a
useful means of carrying out enumerated powers, Congress could establish it. Jefferson argued for a
narrower interpretation.

The rival networks became the Federalist and Republican parties. Historians commonly call Jefferson’s
organization the Democratic-Republican Party to distinguish it from the later Republican Party,
although contemporaries frequently used “Republican.” The Library of Congress notes that Madison
used the term Republican Party publicly in 1792. (“Library of Congress”, n.d.)

Federalists drew strength from commercial communities, parts of New England, creditors, and
supporters of strong national administration. Republicans developed support among agrarian
interests, southern planters, urban artisans, and people suspicious of centralized power. These were
tendencies, not perfect social categories. Political allegiance varied by locality and changed over time.
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Foreign Affairs Made the Division More Intense

The French Revolution and wars between Britain and France transformed domestic political conflict.
Jeffersonian Republicans generally sympathized with revolutionary France and viewed Britain as a
continuing threat to republican liberty. Federalists feared the radicalism and violence of the French
Revolution and valued commercial ties with Britain.

Jay’s Treaty of 1794 prevented immediate war with Britain and addressed some unresolved issues,
but Republicans condemned it as too favorable to the former colonial power. Public meetings,
pamphlets, and newspaper campaigns expanded partisan participation. Foreign policy became a test
of domestic identity.

During John Adams’s presidency, conflict with France produced the undeclared naval Quasi-War.
Federalists enacted the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. The laws increased restrictions on noncitizens
and criminalized certain forms of criticism of the federal government. Republicans viewed them as
attacks on political opposition and freedom of the press. Jefferson and Madison responded through the
Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions, advancing controversial arguments about state authority to judge
federal actions.

The election of 1800 transferred the presidency from Federalist John Adams to Republican Thomas
Jefferson. The peaceful transfer between rival parties became an important demonstration that
electoral defeat did not require violence or dissolution of the government. Jefferson called for
reconciliation, but party competition did not disappear.

Why the Federalist Party Collapsed

The Federalists remained influential in New England and the judiciary but struggled to build a national
majority. Opposition to the War of 1812 damaged their reputation. The Hartford Convention, where
New England Federalists discussed grievances and constitutional amendments, appeared disloyal
when news of peace and Andrew Jackson’s victory at New Orleans arrived.

By the 1820s, the Federalists had ceased to function as a major national party. This period is
sometimes called the Era of Good Feelings because James Monroe faced limited organized party
opposition. The name can be misleading. Regional, economic, and personal conflicts continued inside
the broad Republican coalition. Without a strong external opponent, the party divided internally.

The Election of 1824 and the Birth of the Second
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Party System

Four major candidates ran for president in 1824, all identified with the Republican tradition. Andrew
Jackson won the most popular and electoral votes but did not receive an electoral-college majority.
The House of Representatives selected John Quincy Adams. When Adams appointed Henry Clay
secretary of State, Jackson’s supporters denounced a “corrupt bargain,” although direct proof of an
explicit bargain remains debated.

Jackson’s supporters organized a new Democratic Party. They presented him as a representative of
the people against entrenched privilege. The party favored territorial expansion and limited federal
economic power, though it also defended strong presidential leadership. Its definition of “the people”
centered largely on White men and coexisted with slavery, Indian removal, and racial exclusion.

Opponents of Jackson gradually formed the Whig Party. The name recalled critics of royal power in
British and American history. Whigs accused Jackson of acting like “King Andrew” and supported
congressional authority, economic development, a national bank, internal improvements, and social
reform. Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and later William Henry Harrison were leading figures.

The second party system expanded popular campaigning. Parties organized conventions, rallies,
slogans, newspapers, patronage, and local committees. As states eliminated property requirements
for many White male voters, turnout increased. This democratization was real but incomplete.
Women, most Black Americans, Indigenous people, and many immigrants remained excluded or faced
severe restrictions.

Policy Differences Between Democrats and Whigs

The Bank War revealed the central conflict. Jackson vetoed renewal of the Second Bank of the United
States, arguing that it concentrated privilege and foreign influence. Whigs believed the bank
supported stable credit and national development. Jackson removed federal deposits, and the
struggle contributed to financial and political instability.

Whigs tended to support Clay’s American System of tariffs, a national bank, and federal investment in
roads and canals. Democrats generally emphasized limited federal economic involvement, lower
tariffs in many periods, westward expansion, and state authority. These descriptions were
complicated by regional interests. Northern and southern members of the same party often disagreed
about tariffs, immigration, and slavery.

Religion and culture also influenced affiliation. Whigs often attracted evangelical reformers concerned
with temperance, education, and moral improvement. Democrats sometimes portrayed such reform
as coercive interference in personal life and gained support from Catholic immigrants and urban
political organizations. Parties created broad coalitions by balancing issues rather than demanding
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agreement on everything.

Slavery Destroyed the Whig Coalition

Westward expansion repeatedly raised the question of whether slavery would be permitted in new
territories. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 temporarily balanced admission of free and slave states
and prohibited slavery in part of the Louisiana Purchase. The annexation of Texas, the Mexican-
American War, and the acquisition of western territory reopened the conflict.

The Compromise of 1850 attempted another settlement, admitting California as a free state while
strengthening the Fugitive Slave Act and leaving some territorial questions to local decision.
Enforcement of fugitive-slave policy intensified northern opposition because people in free states
could be required to assist in the capture of alleged fugitives, and accused persons received limited
procedural protection.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 repealed the Missouri Compromise restriction and allowed settlers
to determine the slavery question through popular sovereignty. Violence in “Bleeding Kansas”
demonstrated that local voting would not peacefully resolve a national moral and constitutional
conflict.

The Whigs split between northern antislavery members and southern members concerned with
preserving slavery and sectional interests. Former Whigs joined antislavery Democrats, Free Soilers,
and other groups to form the Republican Party in the 1850s. Republicans opposed the expansion of
slavery into the territories, although the party contained different views about abolition and racial
equality.

The Republican Party and the Crisis of Union

John C. Frémont ran as the first Republican presidential nominee in 1856. Abraham Lincoln won the

presidency in 1860 without carrying most southern states. His election convinced secessionists that
slavery’s long-term security was threatened. Southern states seceded, formed the Confederacy, and
initiated the Civil War by attacking Fort Sumter.

The Republican Party became associated with preservation of the Union, emancipation, and
constitutional transformation. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery, the Fourteenth
established national citizenship and equal protection, and the Fifteenth prohibited denial of voting
rights based on race, color, or previous servitude. Enforcement was contested and later weakened by
violence, Supreme Court decisions, and the end of Reconstruction.

Democrats remained a national party but were divided by the war. After Reconstruction, the party
became dominant in the “Solid South,” where White supremacist governments imposed segregation
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and disfranchisement. Republicans retained strength among many northern voters, Black voters
where voting remained possible, business interests, and Union veterans.

Party Names Stayed, Coalitions Changed

The modern Democratic and Republican parties are not ideologically identical to their nineteenth-
century versions. Industrialization, immigration, the Progressive movement, the Great Depression,
civil rights, labor organization, anticommunism, religion, and regional migration transformed both
parties.

During the New Deal, Franklin D. Roosevelt built a Democratic coalition including organized labor,
urban immigrants, many northern Black voters, southern White voters, and reformers. The coalition
contained deep contradictions, particularly over segregation. Republican opposition emphasized limits
on federal power and business regulation, although moderate and progressive Republicans continued
to influence policy.

The civil-rights era accelerated another realignment. National Democrats increasingly supported civil-
rights legislation, while many White southern voters moved gradually toward the Republican Party.
Black voters became a central Democratic constituency. The shift occurred over decades and cannot
be explained by one election or one “party switch.” Economic, cultural, religious, and regional issues
interacted. (National Archives, n.d.)

What Political Parties Do

Parties recruit candidates, organize elections, simplify choices for voters, coordinate government
officials, develop policy agendas, and create accountability. A voter cannot research every legislative
detail, so a party label provides information—imperfect but useful—about likely positions.

Parties also create risks. Strong loyalty can turn opponents into enemies, reward misinformation, and
discourage officials from acknowledging evidence that harms their coalition. Primary elections may
favor highly engaged voters, while district boundaries and campaign finance shape competition. The
founders’ fear of faction remains relevant even though parties have become essential to the
operation of representative government.

Third parties and independent candidates have influenced major issues, including abolition, labor
reform, women'’s suffrage, monetary policy, segregation, environmentalism, and government reform.
The electoral system makes it difficult for them to win national office, but major parties sometimes
adopt their ideas.
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Conclusion

Political parties in the United States began in the early 1790s, not the early 1990s. They developed

from arguments over the Constitution, Hamilton’s financial program, foreign policy, and the scope of
federal power. Federalists and Democratic-Republicans formed the first party system. Democrats and
Whigs built the second. The slavery crisis destroyed the Whigs and gave rise to the Republican Party.

The history demonstrates both continuity and change. Americans have repeatedly divided over
national power, economic development, citizenship, and whose interests government should serve.
Yet the meanings of “Democrat” and “Republican” have changed as coalitions realigned. Parties were
not written into the Constitution, but they became the institutions through which candidates, voters,
and officials organize political conflict. Understanding their origins helps explain why they are both
indispensable and frequently distrusted.
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