
The Two-Party System 
A Brief History of Political Parties in America 
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Federalist Party: Advocated strong national government (Washington, Hamilton, 

Adams) 

Democratic Republicans: Promoted limited government powers, favored the 

states and people (Jefferson, later Madison) 

Democratic Republicans: With the Federalist Party virtually gone, this is a period 

in which one political party dominated the scene. As time went on, though, the 

Democratic-Republicans began to adopt many Federalist Party platforms, 

necessitating to many a new political party. 

 
Democratic Party: Andrew Jackson presided over the name change by dropping 

“Republican.” Took the mantle of old Jeffersonian ideals. 

Whig Party: Faction that arose out of distrust of Jackson’s party. Became the 

dominant opposition to the Democrats, advocating a stronger national govt.  More 

popular in the North and in industrial regions. 

 
Democratic Party: By now the more conservative, “states’ rights,” and pro-slavery 

party – dominated Southern politics in opposition to the Whigs.  

Republican Party: Born out of disaffected Whigs and northern Democrats angry 

over the issue of slavery expansion and opposition to industrial expansion. Was at 

this time the more liberal of the two parties. 

 
Democratic Party: Remained conservative, “states’ rights” oriented.  

Republican Party: Remained pro-business and expansion, softened on civil rights. 

 

 
Democratic Party and  Republican Party remained two dominant political parties. 

POPULIST PARTY (People’s Party): Third party emerging from disaffected farmers 

in the South and Midwest. William Jennings Bryan was its presidential candidate 

in 1896. After the lost, the party essentially merged with the Democrats. 

PROGRESSIVE PARTY: Third party formed in 1912 by Theodore Roosevelt; broke 

from Republicans, advocating more democratic and economic reforms. 

Democratic Party: Transformed by FDR during the New Deal. Became the more 

liberal party advocating a activist national government. 

Republican Party: Continued its turn to more conservative ideology began in 

opposition to the Progressive Party in the previous era. 

Democratic Party: Responded positively to the Civil Rights Movement, solidified 

itself as the liberal, strong national government advocate. 

Republican Party: Was by now the conservative, pro-business, free-market party 

we know today. Many southern Democrats flocked to the party in response to 

their old party’s advocacy of civil rights.  

 Democratic Party and  Republican Parties: Still the dominant two parties. 

REFORM PARTY: Third party formed by H. Ross Perot after his influential 

presidential run in 1992. Lost favor by 1997 but still active today. 

Other influential third parties: GREEN and LIBERTARIAN PARTIES. 

 


