The Politics of American Factionalism: From Government to Society


Although Alexander Hamilton and James Madison warned, in their Federalist Papers, against conflict between the states, opposing loyalties towards candidacies in American society have become increasingly caustic and have instigated a battle of opposition among the American people with little compromise.


Alexander Hamilton’s chapter Concerning Dangers from Dissensions Between the States addresses directly the threat of personal ambition of those in power.

…there are others [causes of hostility among nations]… which take their origin entirely in private passions; in the attachments, enmities, interests, hopes, and fears of leading individuals in the communities of which they are members.  Men of this class, whether the favorites of a king or of a people, have in too many instances abused the confidence they possessed; and assuming the pretext of some public motive, have not scrupled to sacrifice the national tranquillity to personal advantage or personal gratification.1
Although this passage is concerned with the division between states, it nevertheless addresses the problem of human ambition, a natural obstacle over which America as a country must hurdle.  Human character is composed on the basic foundation of survival, and once survival is ascertained, greed is born.  Ambition, a result of this, is more dangerous than greed; it is acted upon more frequently and affects more people because it usually deals with power over them.  


While Hamilton addressed the possibility of faction within the United States, he could probably have never conceived of a country’s people becoming indifferent to its fate.  Though it is true that the people of America would in no way desire to lose their rights as citizens, they have become ignorant to their choices and have lost sight of the future and the consequences that the future holds for their actions and decisions.  Instead of fighting for specific causes and compiling those arguments behind a representative, the bipartisan system of America has turned into a system of black and white: Either you’re with us or you’re against us. Against the risk of being dubbed renegades, we accept our position as a certain party member, and grow loyal to it.  Suddenly we’re more loyal to our parties than we are to the essence of America, and we use these loyalties to spout our superiority over each other.  Glenn Beck gives an example of this in his book An Inconvenient Book: a certain professor implied that Republicans were aptitudinally challenged, insisting that any Republicans in her class should drop out because they would fail.2  Although I disagree with his solution, Bob Burnett, like so many before him, has identified that there is a conflict:

This [disagreement] is not to say that one side is right and the other wrong, but rather to point out it's increasingly the case that liberals and conservatives see America's problems in fundamentally different ways. It's possible to march through a list of these problems -- health care, energy costs, reproductive rights, immigration, and so forth -- and be confident that red and blue voters have radically different opinions about each issue.3
These are only two representations of the black-or-white ideology that’s being flung out in all directions.


“Congress shall make no law…abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press….”4 America is much loved because of these rights.  However, some people are exploiting these rights to the point of stretching the boundaries of morality.  Media organizations such as YouTube, MySpace, and Facebook have served as major campaign-boosters for the presidential candidates.  The practices of political candidates have given rise to mudslinging and character bashing, actions that are considered commonplace and evident in the presidential campaigns of 2008.  For example, instead of arguing that he would be the better candidate based on his personal accomplishments, Governor Mitt Romney launched an ad that attacked Senator John McCain.  He is hardly alone in this personality homicide: 


John McCain… on taxes.  First he says… “I’ve always been for tax cuts”, then he says… “Although I voted against the first tax cuts.”  What was that?  “I’ve always been for tax cuts, I have always… although I voted against the first tax cuts.”  One more time.  “I’ve always been for tax cuts, I have always… although I voted against the first tax cuts.”  John McCain.  Always for tax cuts.  Except when he’s against them.5
To further aggravate this, John McCain’s response, instead of a method of defense, targeted Mitt Romney.


“Mitt Romney says he’s a leader, but how do we know which direction he wants to lead?  Mitt Romney seems to change positions like the wind.  He tells Florida he supports the Bush tax cuts, but as Massachusetts governor, Romney refused to take a position on the Bush tax cuts and then increased taxes by $700 million, but tried to call them fees.  Where does Mitt Romney stand?  Whichever way the wind blows.”6
This position says nothing at all about McCain, except for the text at the bottom that indicates the ad was sponsored by McCain.  Furthermore, the American public accepts and even embraces this type of affront, nearly refusing to stand behind the person who won’t join the poisonous game of character assassination.  The approbation such a juvenile action gains is disgusting, to say the least, but it is destructive to America’s image of itself.  This inner-party “debate” only undermines the public’s confidence in its government and those who run it.  The campaigns of 2008 are particularly individual; history is in the making regarding the race, religion, and gender of the new president, and every candidate, major and minor, is using racial, religious, and sexual differences for their campaigns or against their opponents in response.


Mudslinging and personal remarks are not new to American politics or to politics at all, as was evident in the election of Thomas Jefferson, who had, for years, attacked John Adam’s presidency.7  However, it seems that there is an increased intensity in the accusations both because of the large size of the voting population and the ability, because of multimedia, to reach a larger group of people.  Although the general population has been given the means to access nearly whatever they want to know, it has not changed the fact that those in power are considered authorities on a subject they may or may not truly understand.  Such access also grants the public access to the “fads” of ideas and informs them of the current popular vote, leading them to choosing, not necessarily based on their personal opinion, the vote that makes them feel less incorrect in comparison to society.  


One way of preventing against the election of an unworthy, if popular, candidate has been in place for centuries: the Electoral College.  Although the institution has undergone serious controversies (including one less than eight years ago), it nevertheless “provides a filtering effect which can moderate the violence of factions”.8  Because democracy puts power in the hands of the people, it is inherently dangerous.  The savor of power is always desirous to those who have tasted it, and over time the American people have come to demand more of it.  If restricted to a certain level, liberality in giving power to the people is not suicidal.  However, there are those who would enjoy the perquisites of being strong enough to shoulder the globe without actually having responsibility for it should it fall.  The Electoral College serves as a buffer against friction and eases the blame onto the shoulders of a committee instead of all of society.


Madison, in his Federalist Paper #10, gives two solutions to factionalism, both of which he explains would be impossible.

There are two methods of curing the mischiefs of faction: the one, by removing its causes; the other, by controlling its effects.


There are again two methods of removing the causes of faction: the one, by destroying the liberty which his essential to its existence; the other, by giving to every citizen the same opinions, the same passions, the same interests.


… Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires.  But it could not be less folly to abolish liberty, which is essential to political life, because it nourishes faction, than it would be to wish the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life, because it imparts to fire its destructive agency.


… As long as the reason of man continues fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed.9
As is obvious, taking away the liberties that breed factionalism is taking away the rights upon which the United States is constructed.  The second solution is impossible because people are formed by society and nature to have differing opinions.  It is also differing opinions that keep ideas and advancements flowing and producing more efficient politics.  Hamilton’s compromise, one far more attainable if not flawless, is the simple solution of union.  He presents Montesquieu’s ideas of a republic as proof of his assertion.


“If a single member should attempt to usurp the supreme authority, he could not be supposed to have an equal authority and credit in all the confederate states….


“Should a popular insurrection happen in one of the confederate states, the others are able to quell it….”10
The very essence of a loosely assembled, small-government republic protects itself against the types of social and political crises seen throughout political history.  A union would tie together the people it protects and governs and discourage factionalism.  


What has this to do with the long-term outcome of America?  It’s true that it’s the squeaky wheel that gets the grease; in other words, the extremists of any institution, cause, or organization are logically those by which the entire foundation is judged.  So it holds true with America.  The United States is not truly politically divided down the center, and radicals don’t occupy evenly each side.  However, though immeasurable, political backstabbing, mudslinging, and smear campaigns seem to grow more intense and personal each year.  Society appears to be gravitating towards a community in which the character of a person or a decision is only analyzed by the opponent, whose interpretation is imbibed as truth by those who refuse to exert themselves to discover the facts.  People seem not to know the boundaries of morality; they continue to push the borders without looking for a compromise.  Titles have become more important than ideas; we belong to a certain political party for the sake of belonging to a party.  Appearances have become more important than causes; the more youthful a candidate, the more “relatable” such a person is.  Character has become more important than competence; where have morality, humanity, and patriotism gone in American politics?  Their return, or the return of a fraction of them, is the compromise to the conflict.  I believe those principles required to quell factionalism remain in our hearts, overrun by our inherent enjoyment in watching others in pain and our general ignorance that refuses to enlighten the total compromise to the conflict. 
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