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support of a candidate” (16).  He would later use the term, more generally, to refer to an 

“informal party-system-within-a-party” (Key 1958, 320).2  For Austin Ranney and Willmoore 

Kendall (1956), if a political party is “a large-scale organization whose purpose is to control the 

personnel and policies of the government,” a faction is “an element inside a party whose 

purpose is to control the personnel and policies of the party” (126, emphases in original). 

Notwithstanding Key’s inclusion of voters in his original conceptualization, most studies 

of factions consider them an elite phenomenon.  Richard Rose’s (1964) classic treatment is 

emblematic.  A faction, argued Rose, is “a group of individuals based on representatives in 

Parliament who seek to further a broad range of policies through consciously organized political 

activity” (37; see also Rose 1974, 313).  That is, factions have “membership based in Parliament, 

rather than in the civil service or elsewhere” (1964, 37).  As we’ll see, studies of American party 

factions tend to focus on elected officials and party activists and only rarely on voters. 

Conceptualizations of factions commonly point to, among other elements, their 
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Françoise Boucek (2009) argues for recognizing that factionalism is “a dynamic process of 

subgroup partitioning” (468, emphasis in original).  Factional dynamics, for Boucek, are 
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they generate new ideas; influence the presidential nomination process; alter the power 

dynamics in Congress; affect a president’s ability to govern; and impact state building (9-10).  

Each of these, of course, is fundamentally the result of elite activity. 

         Members of Congress are the most common subject of studies of American factions.  

Measures based on roll call votes (e.g., DW-NOMINATE scores) are often used to identify 

differences between factions or to determine factional membership.  For instance, using 

NOMINATE scores as well as vote scores from Americans for Democratic Action and National 

Journal, Medvic (2007) found that in the 106th Congress, New Democrats were significantly 

more conservative than “traditional” Democrats but significantly less conservative than “Blue 

Dog” Democrats.  Those with membership in the New Democrat Coalition were also less liberal 

on economic policy, but more liberal on foreign policy, than those not in the centrist coalition.  

Noel (2016) uses both dimensions of the NOMINATE measure to show that, in 2016, 

endorsements of presidential candidates considered to be “ideologues” rather than “regulars” 

were more likely to come from Republican members of Congress who are more ideologically 

extreme (first NOMINATE dimension) and are “outsiders” (second dimension; 179).  Factional 

distinctions didn’t appear as clearly among Democratic members of Congress (183).  Clarke 

(2020) uses NOMINATE scores for members of nine organized factions (five Republican and four 

Democratic) in the House between 1995 and 2018 to demonstrate that factions “are eager to 

distinguish themselves from their peers” (460).  While Democratic factions “occupy distinct 

regions of the ideological spectrum,” Republican factions “appear to cluster more heavily on 

the right tail of the party’s distribution” (459).  And Blum (2020) finds that Republican members 
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at least two of four political activities or had been a paid staffer, a candidate, or a party official) 

fall into the “party regular” - or compromiser, pragmatist, insider or establishm2a0,5mz5&U“2 0,DmkgU“2 0,DmkgU“2 0,DmkgU“2 0,DmkgU“&5p2a0,5mz5Dg@2s05–mk“gz r d
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toward party constituencies” (1382).  Their analysis identifies three factions in each party and 

determines the level of party support and pragmatism in party decision-making for all six 

factions.  Establishment Republicans are most supportive of the GOP and are pragmatic in their 

views of party decision-making; Contemporary Conservatives and Libertarians are less 

supportive of the GOP and demand ideological purity in the party (1398).  In the Democratic 

Party, factionalism was not as pronounced, perhaps 
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important work the factions did for voters was identification, attaching labels to candidates and 

thereby classifying individuals as members of teams” (183). 

         Several recent studies attempt to explain support for Donald Trump within the 

Republican Party.  Rapaport, Reilly, and Stone (2020) utilize a YouGov panel survey that 

interviewed Republican voters two weeks before the 2016 New Hampshire primary and again in 

March of 2018.  The authors find three groups of Republicans – those who indicated a 

preference for Trump from the beginning of the process (“Always Trump”); those who 

preferred a different Republican nominee but indica
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medium level of conceptual conservatism.  “Never Trump” Republicans were low in symbolic 

and operational conservatism and had a medium level of conceptual conservatism (732). 

In seeking to explain support for Donald Trump during the general election in 2016, 

Ekins (2017) finds five unique types of Trump voters – Staunch Conservatives, Free Marketeers, 

American Preservationists, Anti-Elites, and the Disengaged.  Levels of support for the 

Republican Party varies among these groups and “they hold vastly different views on 

immigration, American identity, race, economics, and moral traditionalism” as well as “different 

perceptions of justice in the political and economic systems” (30).  

Drutman (2017) draws on the Voter Study Group’s 2016 VOTER Survey to identify 

divisions within both parties based on primary vote choice.  He finds more internal division 

within the Republican Party than the Democratic Party.  Nevertheless, Clinton and Sanders 

Democrats were divided on trade, enthusiasm about America and its history, and pessimism 

about people like them being “in decline.”  “[T]o the extent that the Democratic Party is 

divided,” writes Drutman, “these divisions are more about faith in the political system and 

general disaffection than they are about issue positions” (18).  For Republicans, “Trump’s 

biggest enthusiasts within the party are Republicans who hold the most anti-immigrant and 
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Those who responded "independent" to the PARTY question were asked if they lean toward a 

party and, if so, were asked the appropriate faction question. True independents were not 

asked a faction question. The faction questions were: 

RFact. The Republican Party includes several different wings or factions. In the 

Republican Party, for example, there seems to be a faction that embraces Donald 

Trump's brand of politics and another that is aligned with a more traditional brand of 

Republican politics. Do you think of yourself as a Trump Republican, a traditional 

Republican, or something else? 

 

DFact. The Democratic Party includes several different wings or factions. In the 

Democratic Party, for example, there seems to be a faction that embraces a consistently 

progressive brand of politics and another that is aligned with a more pragmatic, centrist 

brand of politics. Do you think of yourself as a progressive Democrat, a centrist 

Democrat, or something else? 

 

One might reasonably ask whether voters know enough about the factions within each 

party to meaningfully affiliate with one of them.  Given the amount of media discussion of 

factions in recent years, we believe they can.5  Furthermore, we believe the brief descriptions 

of the factions used in our questions give voters enough information to make valid choices, and, 
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factional choices were relatively consistent for respondents in both parties from survey period 

to survey period (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Distribution of Respondents by Party Faction and Survey Period 
  Trump R Traditional R Other R Other D Centrist D Progressive D

  (n=303) (n=221) (n=120) (n=99) (n=239) (n=206)

Survey Period       

   August 95.4 (31.5) 63.4 (28.6) 41.2 (34.5) 32.7 (32.9) 63.6 (26.6) 59.4 (28.9)

   June 96.2 (31.7) 57.3 (25.9) 33.3 (27.9) 30.8 (31.0) 67.9 (28.4) 66.7 (32.4)

   March 111.6 (36.8) 100.9 (45.5) 44.9 (37.6) 35.9 (36.1) 107.4 (44.9) 79.6 (38.7)
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variables to predict the odds of belonging to either the Trump faction of the Republican Party 
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comparison of the results for the full models to the final models reported in the next section is 

included in the supplemental appendix. 

Republican Factions 

 Table 4 presents logistic regression coefficients for membership in the Trump faction. 

The odds of identifying as a member of the Trump faction are lower for those who do not 

identify as born-again Christian, who are college graduates, and who do not identify as 

“extremely” conservative.  The largest coefficients associated with membership in the Trump 

faction are for racial attitudes and economic optimism—those in the Trump faction are less 

concerned about racism and are less optimistic about their economic circumstances, all else 

being equal.7 

Table 4. Logistic Regression for Trump Faction, Republicans 

Variable 

Estimate 

(Std. Error) 

Born again Christian (No) -0.588
***

 

 (-0.969, -0.207) 

Some college education -0.214 

 (-0.693, 0.265) 
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Democratic Factions 

 Table 5 presents logistic regression coefficients for membership in the Progressive 

faction. The odds of identifying as a member of the Progressive faction are higher for union 

members, those less than 35 years of age, non-whites, those who “definitely” want more state 

action on climate change, those who believe abortion should “always” be legal, those with 

more economic optimism, and those who identify as extremely liberal. 

Table 5. Logistic Regression for Progressive Faction, Democrats 
  

Variable 

Estimate 

(Std. Error) 

Member of labor union (No) -0.435
*
 

 (-0.883, 0.013) 

Age 35-54 -0.431 

 (-1.297, 0.436) 

Age over 55 -1.045
**

 

 (-1.859, -0.231) 

Non-white 0.976
***

 

 (0.389, 1.563) 

Catholic 0.333 

 (-0.258, 0.924) 

Other or unaffiliated religion 0.312 

 (-0.180, 0.803) 

More state action on climate Yes probably -0.914
***

 

 (-1.535, -0.293) 
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Additional Analyses: Support for Democracy, Democracy in Practice, Christian Nationalism, 

Operational Ideology 

  

In addition to the items included in our logit models, some of our surveys included 

scales that provide additional though limited data on characteristics that some have suggested 

might drive membership in these factions.  This sec
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government’s operations are open and transparent. The average score on the democracy-in-

practice questions was 2.4, which means that respondents disagreed with statements 

describing a well-functioning democracy.  Both Republicans and Democrats support democratic 

principles (with scores of 6.6 and 7.5, respectively) and both are likely to disagree that 

American democracy is working well (1.8 and 3.1, respectively).  But, Republican scores on both 

scales are significantly lower than Democratic scores.   

The essential difference between the party factions
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Figure 1. Democratic Principles and Practice Scale Scores by Party Factions 

Christian Nationalism  

Respondents were asked to report how much they agreed with four statements related 

to Christian nationalist beliefs: the Founding Fathers intended the United States to be a 

Christian nation; the Founding Fathers were evangelical Christians; the United States’ founding 

documents are based on biblical principles;  and America's power in the world is dependent on 

its obedience to God. A strongly agree response was scored as 2 points while an agree response 

counted as 1 point for all items.  The items were s
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Republicans (mean = 0.91) are more likely than Democrats (mean = 0.39) to believe in 

Christian Nationalist ideals, but members of the Trump faction are much more likely than other 

Republicans to believe that the United States is a Christian nation (see Figure 2).  Trump 

Republicans are more likely than Traditional Republicans and all Democratic factions to believe 

in Christian Nationalist ideals. Democrats do not differ from each other on these beliefs. 

 

 

Figure 2. Christian Nationalism Scale Scores by Party Factions 
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Operational Ideology 

 The operational ideology scale included five items that asked respondents to choose 

which of two statements best reflected their personal views (see supplemental appendix for 

question wording). Responses that reflected a conservative perspective were scored as 1 point 

and the total scale score could range from 0 – 5.  The operational ideology scale confirms the 

findings from the logistic regression analysis that the Trump faction of the Republican Party is 
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Figure 3. Operational Ideology Scale Scores by Party Factions 

Discussion 

This paper has explored voters’ sense of where they fit within their own parties using 

designations that are commonly discussed in contemporary media coverage and political 

discourse.  Based on analyses of an assortment of d
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help to further differentiate the factions within each party.  For Republicans, religion, economic 

assessments, and attitudes about race produce the major points of division, while for 

Democrats it is age, race, and policy preferences for government action on climate change and 

abortion rights that amplify ideological differences. 

Additional research is, of course, necessary to fully understand the factional affiliations 

of the electorate.  In addition to the items included in our logit models, we captured limited 

data on characteristics that some have suggested might drive membership in these factions as 

well. We found that some of these items, particularly support for Christian Nationalist ideals 

among Republicans, would be worthy of additional work. Obviously, it would also be useful to 

ask our faction affiliation questions to a national sample of voters.  And, finally, we hope to 

undertake further analyses of the characteristics of those voters in both parties who did not 

affiliate with a faction and, instead, selected the “other” category. 

One of the limitations of this work is that it is a product of the current political moment. 

Undoubtedly, the labels given to these factions will change and the core groups will reconfigure 

themselves in response to signals from political elites and the fusion of broader political and 

cultural issues.  This makes it particularly necessary to chart the feedback loops between elites 
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