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Academic scholarship and popular commentary portray American politics as a conflict between two equivalent parties that represent the left and right of an ideological spectrum. Political scientists build generic theories of public opinion, political organizations, electoral campaigns, and policymaking that are intended to apply equally well to Democrats and Republicans, assuming an underlying partisan symmetry. We argue that the two parties and their associated networks of activists, interest groups, and voters display significant differences in their organizational configurations and mass constituencies, resulting in distinct approaches to courting public support and governing the nation. The Republican Party is best understood as the vehicle of an ideological movement whose leaders prize commitment to conservative doctrine; Republican candidates primarily appeal to voters by emphasizing broad principles and values. In contrast, the Democratic Party is better characterized as a coalition of social groups seeking concrete government action from their allies in office, with group identities and interests playing a larger role than abstract ideology in connecting Democratic elected officials with organizational leaders and electoral supporters.
Building on this core distinction, our book investigates the most consequential differences in the organization and style of the two major parties. Whether examining voters, activists, candidates, or officeholders, we find that Democrats and Republicans think differently about politics, producing distinct practices and structures. The analysis offers a new understanding of the rise in polarization and governing dysfunction and a new explanation for the stable and exceptional character of American political culture and public policy.
Republicans are united by an abstract devotion to limited government and American cultural traditions. As a result, they harbor an innate skepticism about the use of government action to address policy issues or social problems and tend to evaluate public policy on the basis of ideological congeniality more than intended or actual empirical results. Republican politicians successfully appeal to voters by emphasizing broad conservative themes that are enduringly popular in the American mass public. But they face an ongoing internal tension between doctrinal purity and the inevitable failures and compromises inherent in governing—a tension that is exacerbated by a powerful cadre of movement leaders who are devoted to policing ideological orthodoxy, an influential conservative media infrastructure, and a perennially restive grassroots following. 
The Democratic Party, in contrast, is less an ideologically unified movement than a looser coalition of social groups whose interests are served by government action of some form. Because the elements of their base tend to have specific programmatic demands, Democrats are more interested in both the details of legislating and the empirical evaluation of policy outcomes. Democratic leaders face a greater challenge maintaining philosophical unity and meeting the multiple substantive goals of coalition members. No powerful liberal movement or media apparatus imposes ideological orthodoxy on elected officials. On the campaign trail, Democrats benefit from the relative operational liberalism of the American electorate, selling themselves as proponents and defenders of specific initiatives that provide tangible benefits to groups of voters.
Our book focuses on the implications of political competition between an ideological movement on one side and a social group coalition on the other. The Democratic Party’s policy agenda is a summation of the objectives of its discrete constituent groups; for Republicans, the platform is instead a reflection of a broader conservatism. Democrats need government to act more often and more comprehensively to achieve diverse group goals; Republicans often value symbolic resistance and retrenchment. This produces unique populations of activists, interest groups, and policy entrepreneurs in each party with distinct priorities, strategies, and demands. We examine the causes and consequences of party asymmetry in five different contexts: public opinion, political organizations, policy information and the news media, political campaigns, and governing.
The book’s results challenge established theories, introducing a new perspective on the American political debate. We subject models of political competition in each context to scrutiny, finding that they too often assume symmetry between the parties despite substantial evidence to the contrary. We identify several associated mischaracterizations of American public opinion, party politics, and the policy process. Much of the conventional wisdom about American politics, it turns out, does not apply well to contemporary Republican governance, which explains why the behavior of the current Tea Party-influenced GOP often appears to baffle political observers.
The asymmetry that we document was recognized by previous generations of party scholars, but this book is the first attempt to empirically assess and substantiate claims of fundamental differences. In contrast to prior claims of party asymmetry, we find that the differences are not limited to party organizations and do not necessarily distinguish “unified” Republicans from “disorganized” Democrats; our account can therefore better explain the current dissension within the Republican Party than previous studies that portrayed Republicans as naturally orderly and deferential to their leadership. In our view, the parties differ in the sources of their internal unity and the dimensions of intra-party conflict, not in their effectiveness. To explain elite-level asymmetry, we concentrate on the longstanding differences in the electoral and activist bases of the two parties. 
The book relies on copious data and analyses from a wide array of sources. We draw upon interviews and surveys of citizens, activists, and officials, government financial records and activity disclosures, experiments, historical archives and reviews, and text and audiovisual documentation. Along with traditional statistical and qualitative techniques, our methods include traditional and computerized content analysis and social network analysis. We are careful not to re-invent the wheel; where other authors have already conducted relevant data collection and analysis, we report and build on their accounts. We review and apply prior findings from political science (in both the American and comparative subfields), history, economics, sociology, psychology, communications, and law. But we also draw upon original data on candidate speeches and debates, party platforms, media coverage and opinion columns, and congressional speeches, letters, and committee hearings. Our analysis provides direct assessments of how often and in what contexts the parties refer to social groups, ideological concepts, public policies, symbolic imagery, and evidentiary sources. Many of the datasets provide continuous coverage since 1948 and wide coverage across policy issue areas.
Nonetheless, we articulate clear boundaries for our analysis. We do not imply that liberal or conservative views on political practice stem from genetic- or personality-based differences, only that they manifest widely and regularly. We do not claim that the same differences have characterized the two parties throughout American history or that they apply equally well to all conservative or liberal factions worldwide. We specify the historical roots and potential contingencies associated with each of the salient differences that we identify between Democrats and Republicans at both the mass and elite levels—and place both parties in international context.
The book should appeal to wide audiences. The argument is so foundational, even elementary, to American politics that it will inspire interest among political practitioners and laypersons as well as academic scholars. Although the dissimilar foundational character of the Democratic and Republican parties is a basic fact of political life in America, no previous work has yet collected and analyzed the major party differences and their implications at this scale of analysis. We substantiate our claim that American party politics is fundamentally asymmetric in nature with detailed studies, synthesizing vast previous research findings to enable a global view of party distinctions and their impact on political competition, citizen representation, and elite governance.
Market

The book will stimulate immediate interest among faculty and graduate students in political science, sociology, history, and public policy. It is likely to be assigned in graduate courses on American government, political parties, Congress, and elections. It will be accessible enough to be assigned in undergraduate courses on political parties or American government. It will be especially relevant to scholars of parties, interest groups, elections, media, and the policy process. 
Our book will serve as an alternative to studies of political parties (frequently assigned in classrooms) that assume symmetry, such as Why Parties? by John Aldrich and Party Politics in America by Marjorie Hershey. It will cover similar broad ground as major works like It’s Even Worse Thank It Looks by Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein and Polarized America by Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal. Our argument also engages criticisms of the contemporary Republican Party such as Off Center by Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson, but our approach is data-driven and non-partisan. Books that address the two major sides of American politics across the political system have generated wide audiences. Our book will be the most complete analysis available of the roots and implications of the fundamental differences in the operation of the two major parties and the lack of a true liberal counterpart to the modern conservative movement.
The book is also likely to draw an educated general audience, with the potential for publicity and reviews in both scholarly and mainstream publications. We anticipate receptive audiences within conservative, liberal, and mainstream media and will work to develop outreach strategies for each context. Journalists and political commentators have already shown considerable interest in our argument. Published and unpublished preliminary findings from this project have been approvingly cited and publicized by Ezra Klein of Vox (in two articles and a video), Clarence Page of the Chicago Tribune (in a widely-syndicated column), Nate Silver of FiveThirtyEight, Reihan Salam of Slate, Andrew Sullivan of The Dish, Jonathan Chait of New York (in two articles), Ryan Lizza of The New Yorker, Seth Mandel of Commentary, Paul Rosenberg of Salon, Ian Millhiser of ThinkProgress, Chuck Todd of NBC News, and Dan Balz of the Washington Post (also syndicated). Our book should also draw interest among practitioners who work in advocacy, lobbying, campaigns, and government and want to learn from the successes and failures of their opponents. We plan to promote the book in a series of guest posts on The Monkey Cage, newspaper op-eds and podcasts, and radio interviews. We will also search for similar promotion opportunities among scholars, journalists, and educated lay audiences, including conferences, bookstores, media interviews, and online commentary.
Table of Contents

Introduction: Two Different Parties

We describe the enduring differences between Democrats and Republicans in the nature of their electoral coalitions, campaign themes, group demands, and goals in office. We argue that an acknowledgment of partisan asymmetry is critical for understanding how politics and government evolve and why politicians and activists on each side misunderstand one another. We resuscitate and update a longstanding strain of scholarship and commentary that highlights party asymmetry, explaining how its development and intellectual decline interacted with American electoral history. We argue that party asymmetries are still apparent—and just as important—in today’s polarized era, but shift attention from the prior focus on fractured Democratic Party organizations to a broader analysis of the supporting coalitions behind each party. Our approach argues that the Republican Party is best seen as a vehicle of the conservative ideological movement, whereas the Democratic Party is a coalition of social groups with distinct policy concerns. We outline the book’s argument and its evidence and provide a roadmap for the chapters ahead.
Chapter 1: How Democrats and Republicans Think About Politics

We examine the parties’ distinct sources of support in the mass electorate. We demonstrate that Republican voters identify as conservatives, conceptualize political choices in ideological terms, view the parties as divided by broad principles, voice support for politicians who reject compromise in order to remain true to their beliefs, and demand a broad shift in the ideological direction of public policy. In contrast, Democrats are more likely to perceive political choices as involving group interests, to view party conflict as arising from clashing group coalitions, and to support politicians who make compromises in order to achieve practical accomplishments. The parties can sustain these asymmetries in the electoral arena because a majority of the public holds left-leaning views on specific policy issues but agrees with conservative principles. Each party can thus claim to represent a popular majority and can readily mobilize public opinion in opposition to the other party’s actions.
Chapter 2: An Ideological Movement vs. a Social Group Coalition
Turning to the party organizations and their affiliated networks, we contrast our approach with prior theories of political parties. We review the history of the changing social group coalition that has long constituted the Democratic Party and the ideological movement that came to control the Republican Party. We find that the Democratic electoral and interest group base is dominated by an array of discrete social minorities that provide strong support for the party even if they fail to identify as ideological liberals, while Republicans draw support from social pluralities that identify with the party on ideological terms. Only Democratic interest groups link their party’s voting blocs with specific legislative goals. We review the history of presidential nomination contests and party organizational reforms and analyze convention speeches and platforms, demonstrating that the Democratic Party has repeatedly served as an arena for group conflict whereas the Republican Party consistently provides a vehicle for conservative ideological expression. We also situate the American parties in international context, demonstrating that the Republican Party stands alone in its broad ideological commitment to conservatism.
Chapter 3: The Not-So-Great Debate
We extend the analysis to debates over public policy issues, including the unique influence of conservative media and the distinct uses of research evidence by party elites. We find that partisan identifiers and activists rely on distinct sources of political information, with Republicans more likely to consume media that is openly aligned with their political orientation and to distrust alternative sources. Conservative media messages are broadly ideological and uniquely coordinated with Republican officials and activists, producing a unified party message in both policy venues and public debate. Democrats’ elite and mass approaches are more distinctive: in elite policy debates, they emphasize issue-specific intellectual expertise; in public debate and media comments, they focus on tangible and targeted benefits. Democrats employ research to analyze the extent of social problems and the relative effectiveness of policy tools whereas Republicans use it to justify their broader vision of the proper role of government in society. Republican officials and activists—and their sources—are more likely to cite timeless economic principles and political philosophy, whereas Democrats favor empirical analysis conducted by contemporary policy experts.
Chapter 4: Campaigning in Poetry and Prose
We illustrate the implications of party asymmetry for American political campaigns. We find that Republican candidates are more likely than Democrats to engage in ideological appeals to both the primary and general electorate in campaign rhetoric, advertising, and media. Democrats, in contrast, are more likely to cite group identity and interests and to connect groups with targeted policies. Challenges to incumbent officeholders in primary elections are more likely to be based on ideology in the Republican Party; Democratic primary competition is more likely to involve divisions among interest groups. Democrats also attempt to match minority candidates to their demographic constituencies by geographic district. In primary elections, Republican candidates position themselves as conservatives in good standing, while Democrats emphasize group loyalties and the electoral viability of their candidacy. In general elections, Democratic candidates develop targeted proposals and defend existing government programs, whereas Republicans sound more abstract themes and warn of threats to the American way of life.
Chapter 5: Governing in Red and Policymaking in Blue
We examine the implications of party asymmetry for the parties in government. We find that Democratic officials treat the policymaking process as an attempt to address a catalog of social problems, each requiring a form of government action, whereas Republicans view policy disputes as manifestations of a broader fight over the scope of government. Because realistic new policy alternatives are more likely to expand than to contract the role of government, Republicans focus on position taking and retrenchment whereas Democrats prioritize substantive policy changes. Democrats promote specific legislation more often, emphasize its likelihood of passage, and readily pursue compromises in order to win partial achievement of their goals. Republicans are instead committed to a purist approach that relies on procedural brinksmanship. Democrats (and the most pragmatic Republicans) respond to conservative ideological critiques by advancing policies that incorporate markets, build incrementally on existing institutions, minimize the role of bureaucracies, and decentralize responsibility. As a result, American public policy disproportionately uses the tax code to incentivize behavior, subsidizes employers to provide public goods, and relies on private contractors, subnational governments, and non-profits. Republicans succeed in limiting visible expansions of central government, but not in reducing the breadth of national policy goals.
Conclusion: Competitive Politics Between Unmatched Sides
We review the utility of our framework, synthesizing research to understand consequential differences between Democrats and Republicans, and emphasize its broader implications for political science and American politics. We argue that stagnation in theories of political parties, mass behavior, and policymaking is often attributable to the imperfect correspondence between the parties’ actions. Our approach contributes to building better theories of political organization, elections, and governing, providing more accurate views of how each party operates. We also identify the relative strengths and weaknesses of the Democratic and Republican methods of campaigning, organizing, and governing, arguing that the distinct limitations of the two mismatched parties collectively produce a consistently competitive battle to control American government. We explain how our findings can help liberal and conservative activists better understand each other’s motivations and objectives, noting that many contemporary critiques of American institutions represent disguised complaints by liberals or conservatives about the opposition’s typical style of political organizing and governing. The American democratic system can only benefit from improved mutual comprehension of political beliefs and actions across the partisan divide.
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