
Notes
1 Manin 1997, 227.
2 Schattschneider [1960] 1975, 126.
3 This was a line of argument that some conservative

commentators adopted during the last years of the
Bush administration. For one prominent example,
see Bartlett (2006).

4 As Corey Robin has put it in a book review of Right-
ward Bound: Making America Conservative in the
1970s (2008, 30), “Nixon understood that the best
response to the civil rights movement was not to
defend whites against blacks but to make whites into
white ethnics burdened with their own histories of
oppression and requiring their own liberation
movement.”

5 Schattschneider 1975, 60.
6 See Jacobs and Skocpol (2005); Bartels (2008).
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On the Side of Angels provides a defense of political parties.
As Nancy Rosenblum notes, political philosophy has been
close to utterly silent about any positive case (indeed, any
case—as she notes, parties are an “orphan” in philosophy)
for political parties, an odd lacuna given their centrality in
actual politics and in the empirical (and theoretical) liter-
ature in political science.

The book is structured so that five of nine chapters are
about antipartyism, three present her positive case, and
one (the ninth) investigates when—even though political
parties are understood to be good things—particular par-
ties can justifiably be opposed or banned by democrats.
While Rosenblum is critiquing antipartyism, there is some-
thing wearying, nearly convincing, about considering so
many antiparty claims. Of course, as Austin Ranney
showed, this ambivalence (OK, mostly negative views)
about parties has been a consistent theme among Ameri-
can politicians and public since the Founding.1 For Ran-
ney, the negative part of the ambivalence is directed mostly
at the party leadership and organization. That is, he focused
on the kinds of concerns voiced by those like Thomas
Jefferson (would subscribing to a party mean giving up
one’s intellectual independence?), Mark Twain (skewering
the corruption of machines and the ties between concen-
trated economic wealth and political officeholders), and
Will Rogers (whose “I belong to no organized party. I am
a Democrat” reflects the complex compromises necessary
for northern and southern Democrats to form a majority
to govern in the New Deal and beyond). Rosenblum’s
analysis of these and related problems articulated by anti-
partyism adds much greater rigor, clarity, and depth to
Ranney’s, and that alone would be enough to make the
book worthwhile. But even more, she creates a defense of
partisan identification that is, at least to this reviewer, totally
original. Her primary contributions in this book are this
defense, along with her argument of the reciprocal nature
of the party and of partisan virtues.

While her philosophic reach is broad, Rosenblum’s
understandings of the empirical and (scientific) theoreti-
cal literature on the political party are richly informed
by the scholarship on American political parties, with a
lighter drawing from the comparative literature. While
she points to some of the considerations that multiparty
political systems create, she really focuses on a two-party
system. This means that the two-option version of
party systems takes precedence, such that the individual
party can imagine winning a majority by itself. Mancur
Olson pointed out that majority-seeking political parties
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differ from other organizations by being more encompass-
ing and inclusive than the interest group or more niche-
oriented parties. Majority-seeking parties are thus more
likely to seek something like a public good.2 This implies
a two-party exceptionalism that makes a focus on any
two-party nation less than general in its claims.

What are the virtues of political parties? Antipartyism
argued that parties divided rather than unified the polity
or were simply divisive and thus harmful. In contrast,
Rosenblum’s Burkean view is that parties regulate rivalry,
as in the role of loyal opposition in Britain. Her Hegelian
argument is that parties provide accountability to govern-
ing. Her “proto-Millian” idea is that dialogue between the
two parties improves and refines political opinions. Note
that at least regulated rivalry and her proto-Millian argu-
ment are more about the virtues of a system of political
parties than they are about a party per se.

And what of partisanship? If it is “[t]hrough parties
[that] interests and opinions are organized and brought
into opposition,” and that “[p]arty rivalry is constitutive,
[so that i]t stages the battle,” then it is the “[p]artisans
[who] are necessary to realize the value of parties” (p. 457).
Partisanship provides inclusiveness, comprehensiveness,
and a disposition to compromise (though that is compro-
mise within parties, rather than between or among them).
In her view, then, partisans are necessary for political
parties, just as the parties are necessary for creating par-
tisanship. The virtues of the party align with the virtues
of partisanship.

Let me conclude with three observations. First, the
defense of parties is, in my opinion, a defense of a system
of political parties, not a defense of parties per se. Inclu-
siveness, comprehension, regulated rivalry, a Millian refine-
ment by debate among ideas—all of these require multiple
parties. Accountability further requires continuity over
time. These are characteristics of a system of political par-
ties. As V. O. Key, Jr., argued in Southern Politics, 3 in a
one-party South (and presumably any situation where polit-
ical parties do not form a system, recurring over time),
there is no accountability, compromise, comprehensive-
ness, and so on.

This is my second point: The virtues of parties and
partisanship are the virtues of a democratic party system.
The book is, in this reviewer’s opinion, a story about dem-
ocratic politics. A party system is necessary to make democ-
racy effective in an extended republic. It is not clear that
the virtues outlined by Rosenblum hold for parties in a
nondemocratic system. The virtues of parties, that is, are
the virtues of a democracy, or at least the virtues of a
democratic republic.

Finally, the ambivalence we feel about parties is not
ambivalence about political parties per se. It is ambiva-
lence about democracy.4 This is the ambivalence of Chur-
chill (i.e., democracy being the worst system except for all
the rest). The worst part of democracy is, in part, its party

system. However, a democracy with a party system is the
worst system, except for any democracy without a party sys-
tem. And thus, Rosenblum has written an original and
spirited defense of a necessary part of any democracy in an
extended republic. No mean feat, that.

Notes
1 Austin Ranney, Curing the Mischiefs of Faction: Party

Reform in America (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1975). Rosenblum covers much of the
same territory, and especially in her analysis of the
Progressive critiques, goes well beyond Ranney’s
otherwise fine survey. Of course, he wrote that book
in part in reaction against the Democratic reforms
on the McGovern-Fraser Commission on which he
served (and, on at least some key points, evidently
lost!).

2 Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations:
Economic Growth, Stagflation, and Social Rigidities
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982).

3 Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York: A.
A. Knopf, 1949).

4 Will Rogers’s Democratic Party may have been
disorganized by compromising so as to include
genuinely nondemocratic parts.
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