CHAPTER FIVE

The Connecticut Two-Party System
in Transition

C

itizens who value the right to vote and who believe that
political involvement makes a substantive difference in the
quality of their lives would naturally benefit from political
institutions that effectively organize and channel their political
participation. In Connecticut, the political institutions that
historically have served this very purpose, thus connecting the
people to the political process, have been the Democratic and
Republican parties. In addition to promoting citizen participation,
the two major parties in Connecticut have structured political
choice in electoral contests by offering voters well-defined party
platforms. Moreover, the Democratic and Republican parties have
ensured political competition by recruiting slates of highly quali
fied candidates for public office. Elected office-holders, by virtue
of their relationship to the political parties, have also been held
accountable for their public actions. In numerous ways, the
Connecticut political process has been served by the activity of
highly organized and energetic political parties.
Political parties were at one time exceptionally powerful
within the context of Connecticut politics. The party organiza
tions, or "party machines," were headed by strong-willed and
politically savvy party bosses. 1 The extraordinary power once
wielded by party bosses in Connecticut was the result of several
important factors. Party leaders, prior to the advent of state civil
service legislation, controlled a significant number of patronage jobs
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in Connecticut. A variety of state and local government jobs were
awarded to persons who worked for the party organization during
election time, had donated money to the party during campaigns, and
who had acquired the reputation as a strong party loyalist.
In addition to patronage jobs, party leaders at one time were
able to exercise extraordinary leverage in the nomination of the
party's candidates for public office. The rules governing the
nominating process were structured in such as a fashion as to
favor candidates supported by party organization leadership. Party
leaders at state and local nominating conventions would, for all
intents and purposes, hand-pick the party's slate of candidates. The
hand-picked slate of candidates would then rely heavily on the
party organization for financial and voter mobilization assistance
during the general election campaign. Once elected, governors and
state legislators were thus beholden to the views of party leaders
during the lawmaking process.
Additionally, Connecticut's political culture provided an
atmosphere in which party leaders were expected by the mass
public to assume a powerful and important role in state politics.
In Connecticut, there was a general expectation that party organi
zations, headed by powerful party leaders, should structure and
frame the state and local political process. At one time, in the not
too distant past, the Connecticut political environment was favor
able to machine politics and party boss control.
During the twentieth century, the most notable party bosses
in Connecticut politics were J. Henry Roraback, who headed the
Republican Party, and John Bailey, who controlled the Demo
cratic Party. Under the almost dictatorial leadership of Roraback
and Bailey, candidates for public office were screened and selected
by party leaders, election campaigns were waged through the party
organization, and, once in office, state lawmakers would vote
according to the directives of the party boss. 2
Although machine politics in Connecticut certainly contained
many non-democratic elements, in particular the authoritarian power
wielded by party leaders, the machines were nevertheless adept at
mobilizing the state's electorate and for bringing to the forefront
very able and talented political leaders. Abraham Ribicoff (195561), John Dempsey (1961-71), and Ella T. Grasso (1975-80) are
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often identified as Connecticut's most talented and prepared
governors since World War II. They also were the direct by
products of John Bailey's Democratic machine.3
Party Deterioration: A Recent Trend
Although strong party organizations and party bosses were
able to exist longer in Connecticut than in other states, it was
only a matter of time before the party organizations would be
adversely affected by a confluence of political, economic, legal, and
technological forces. The end result was a diminished role for
political party organizations and party leaders.
To begin, political reformers were determined to establish a
political process more open to voters and less under the jurisdic
tion of party organization leaders. Political reformers depicted
party leaders as "tyrants" and suggested that a system of politics
under the influence of party organizations was fundamentally at
odds with democratic ideals. In the view of reformers, powerful
party organizations sustained a ruling political clique and pre
vented meaningful participation on the part of the average citizen.
In particular, political reformers in Connecticut targeted the party
controlled nominating process and advocated a nominating system
that allowed for candidates not favored by party leaders to force
primary elections.
In addition to the efforts of political reformers, the power of
party organization was further diminished by very broad economic,
sociological, and technological trends. Such trends inevitably
altered the character of American politics in general and the
strength of party organizations in particular. As the affluence and
educational levels of voters increased, the role of the party
organization became less significant. As noted, party organizations
at one time were able to offer an array of jobs to the party
faithful, and many voters, due to limited educational opportu
nities, deferred to party leaders for voting cues at election time.
Increased economic and educational opportunities greatly dimin
ished the reliance of voters on party organizations for economic
security and political guidance. The party organization thus
became less relevant to the lives of the Connecticut electorate.
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Civil service , reform in Connecticut further reduced the
people's dependence on party organization for economic security.
As a result of civil service legislation, political parties lost control
over the bulk of state government jobs. Government employment
in state agencies was no longer determined by political party
connections, but rather by an individual's performance on a
standardized civil service test. Many state and local government
jobs, which at one time were under the discretion of political
parties, were reclassified as civil service. Thus, reform of the old
patronage system further diminished the relevance of party organi
zations and party leaders.
In addition to the work of political reformers, socio-economic
trends, and civil service reform, the availability of technology for
voter mobilization purposes greatly accelerated the decline of party
organizations. The appearance of radio, followed by television,
radically transformed the method by which election campaigns
were waged. By harnessing radio and television, candidates for
public office were no longer dependent on party organizations to
mobilize voters. Candidates for public office could bypass party
leaders, appeal directly to voters, and win elections on their own.
Relying on party organizations to mobilize the vote became less
important as the forces of technology supplanted the voter
mobilization function of the party organization.
Although political party organizations and party leaders in
Connecticut have by no means vanished, there are multiple
indicators that suggest rather clearly that Connecticut's two-party
system is in a state of decline. Signs of weakness and decay are
more than apparent.
Voter Registration Trends
In Connecticut, as in all states, any individual eighteen years
of age or older is legally eligible to vote. Voter registration in
Connecticut can be accomplished by making a personal appear
ance at a town hall and completing the necessary paperwork, or
by completing relevant information on a form issued by the
Department of Motor Vehicles for drivers' license applications or
license renewals. State departments of motor vehicles, according
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to the National Voter Registration Act passed in 1993, are now
required to be active participants in the voter registration process.
Several identification options are available to persons who
register to vote. In Connecticut, a person can register as a member
of one of the two major parties, as a member of one of several
minor political parties, or the person can select the unaffiliated
classification. Precisely why an individual registers as an
unaffiliated voter is difficult to explain. Informal conversations
between this author and several unaffiliated voters suggest an
unwillingness to be "labeled" as a Democrat or Republican, a
general negative orientation toward political institutions, including
parties, or a lack of clarity regarding what issues the two major
parties represent. Regardless of the reasons given by voters for
registering unaffiliated, the point is that an increasing perce�tage
of adults in the state of Connecticut are deciding not to join a
political party at the time of registration. Indeed, this is one of the
most discernible trends in Connecticut electoral politics. Table 8
presents voter registration data from 1980 to 1998.
Unaffiliated voters, as the data show, are currently the largest
bloc of voters in Connecticut politics. Forty-percent of registered
voters in 1998 selected the unaffiliated classification. The data
show that the percentage of unaffiliated voters has been increasing
as well. From 1980 to 1998, the percentage of unaffiliated voters
has grown by approximately 6 percentage points. In 1980, 34
percent (586,660) of voters were registered as unaffiliated, while in
1998, 40 percent (721,483) of voters selected this classification. A
large number of voters in Connecticut apparently do not find
value in joining a political party.
A decline is evident in political party membership throughout
this period, with Democratic registration decreasing by 4
percentage points, and Republican registration decreasing by
slightly under 2 percent. One could argue that 60 percent of the
registered electorate in Connecticut is still affiliated with a political
party, although the high percentage of unaffiliated voters should
give little solace to those concerned about the health of the two
party system. Voter registration trends, regardless of how one
interprets the data, suggest a general weakening of political parties
in Connecticut.
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Table 8
Party Registration Figures in Connecticut: 1980-1998

Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct
Oct

14, 1980
15, 1981
12, 1982
18, 1983
16, 1984
15, 1985
14, 1986
13, 1987
18, 1988
17, 1989
16, 1990
15, 1991
20, 1992
19, 1993
25, 1994
24, 1995
22, 1996
21, 1997
20, 1998

%Dem.

% Repub.

39.2
39.9
40.2
40.8
39.8
40.0
40.1
40.2
39.1
39.4
39.2
39.0
37.8
38.0
37.6
37.2
35.7
35.3
35.2

26.3
26.4
26.5
26.3
26.5
26.5
26.6
26.7
27.1
27.1
27.1
27.0
25.8
25.8
25.9
25.8
25.2
25.0
24.6

% Other
0.1
0.1
0.0
0.0
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2

% Unaffil.
34.4
33.6
33.3
32.9
33.7
33.4
33.2
33.1
33.7
33.4
33.7
33.9
36.2
36.1
36.3
36.8
38.9
39.5
40.0

Source: Elections Division, Office of Secretary of State. Data based on
reports filed by town Registrars of Voters.

Voter Attitudes Toward Parties

Attitudes toward parties among the Connecticut electorate
offer additional insight into the extent to which parties are viewed by
the public as unappealing political mechanisms. Like voter registration
figures, citizen attitudes toward parties suggest an electorate
unimpressed or perhaps even disillusioned with political parties.
In one Hartford Courant/Institute for Social Inquiry
Connecticut Poll conducted over a seven year period, voters were
asked whether or not a candidate's political party affiliation was
an important consideration in their final voting decision.
Responses to this question are presented in table 9.
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Table 9
Relevance of Candidate's Party Affiliation In Voting Decision
Perceived Importance
% Saying: Very
1989
1991
1993
1994
1996

17
11
12
13
17

Somewhat
31
34
26
24
40

Not Very/ Not At All
Only A Little
17
26
19
21
22

35
26
43
42
19

Don't
Know

·�

1
1
1
2

Source: Hartford Courant/Institute for Social Inquiry Connecticut Poll,
1989-96. Responses are to two separate questions: "In voting would you say
a candidate's party affiliation is very important to you, somewhat important
to you, not very important, or not at all important?" "Please tell me if it is
very important for you in making up your mind, somewhat important, only
a little important, or not at all important . . . what political party the
candidate belongs to ... how important is that?" * = less than .5%.

With the exception of 1996, a majority of voters routinely
expressed the view that a candidate's party affiliation was either
"not very important" or "not at all important" with respect to
their final voting decision. Whether or not 1996 marks a turning
point in this orientation is difficult to determine in the absence of
additional data, although even during this year a substantial number
of voters (41 percent) indicated that parties were of minimal
importance to their voting decision. Collapsed data from 1989 to
1994 show 52 percent, 54 percent, 62 percent, an? 63 percent of
persons ascribing minimal importance to party affiliation as a
voting determinant. Such responses suggest rather strongly that
party labels in Connecticut are not connecting with voters to the
point where the party itself serves as a useful voting guide. One
can surmise that many voters in Connecticut perceive little
connection between the party affiliation of candidates and the
governing process. This is unfortunate, as party labels should
connote a particular governing philosophy, and labels should offer
important cues to voters.
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The minimal importance ascribed to party labels on the part
of voters raises questions concerning the current visibility of party
platforms, as well as the extent to which the governing principles
of the parties are effectively articulated by party leaders. Why is
it that so many voters in Connecticut see little relevance in the
party labels of candidates? Do the parties in Connecticut no longer
represent a point of view?
The low value placed on party labels in the voting process is
further underscored by responses to this question: "Thinking of
the Republican and Democratic parties, do you think there are
major differences between them, minor differences, or almost no
differences between them?" Forty percent of respondents replied
that there were "major differences," 47 percent said "minor
differences," 12 percent perceived "almost no differences," and 1
percent replied "don't know." 4 Such responses indicate that a
sizeable element of the state's electorate feel that the two major
parties are doing little in the way of articulating clear policy
choices at election time. This is not to suggest that parties should
be diametrically opposed to one another' on each and every issue.
Indeed, in the interest of winning elections and in the interest of
passing legislation, parties must necessarily find common ground.
At the same time, however, political parties should present a set
of competing ideas to voters, and parties should present in the
form of platforms different solutions to an array of public issues.
Political choice is a prerequisite of democratic government, and
political parties should take the lead in contributing to this
condition.

The Nominating Process
Additional responses, albeit more subtle, continue to suggest
negative public sentiment toward political parties. In this respect,
attitudes toward the role of party organizations in conjunction
with Connecticut's nominating system and attitudes regarding the
manner in which primary elections are conducted indicate a public
disenchanted with political parties.
In Connecticut politics, candidates for public office are
nominated in party conventions. Delegates to nominating conventions
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are selected by the 169 local town committees. The delegates
attend the nominating convention and vote for the candidate who
they feel will best represent the party in the general election. The
only way in which a primary election will occur in Connecticut
is if a challenger to the convention-endorsed candidate can garner
15 percent or more of the delegate votes at the nominating
convention. Should this occur, then the convention-endorsed
candidate is required to face the challenger in a "challenge
primary."
At one time, a challenge primary would occur if the
challenger to the convention-endorsed candidate secured 20 percent
or more of the convention vote. The threshold of viability was
subsequently lowered to 15 percent. For several years, there has
been increasing pressure to abolish the challenge primary
altogether and institute a system of direct primary elections, in
which candidates could gain access to the primary ballot by way
of petition. If adopted into state law, the direct primary would
eliminate the pre-primary convention.
Attitudes about Connecticut's nominating system shed
important light on current sentiment toward political parties,
particularly the power wielded by party organization leaders
during the nominating process. Although negative orientations
toward the pre-primary convention do not necessarily indicate a
disdain toward political parties, such orientations do suggest that
the electorate has become rather skeptical of the power exercised
by political party leaders within the context of the nominating
process. One can reasonably infer that opposition to the manner
in which candidates are nominated for public office in Connect
icut indicates a certain degree of displeasure with the privileged
place of party organization in constructing the party's slate of
candidates. Responses to the following question document this
attitude: "Right now in Connecticut, candidates are chosen in
conventions, but there can be a primary if challengers get 20
percent [now 15 percent] of the votes at the convention. Would
you favor changing the law to require direct primaries for all
party nominations?" Sixty percent of persons polled replied "yes,"
29 percent replied "no," and 12 percent replied "don't know." 5
The responses demonstrate that an overwhelming majority of
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Connecticut voters favor reform in the manner in which candidates
are nominated for public office. In the minds of many voters, the
nominating process is too closed and too dominated by party
organizations and party leaders. Voters in Connecticut currently
prefer a nominating system that is open and allows for direct
citizen involvement.
If a primary election takes place in Connecticut, the primary
will be of the closed variety. According to Democratic and
Republican Party by-laws, only registered party members are
allowed to participate in primary elections. This is in stark
contrast to open primaries, in which the party's rank-and-file as
well as non-party members are allowed to participate.
Attitudes toward Connecticut's system of closed primaries
further reflect a large segment of the electorate displeased with the
leverage enjoyed by political parties during the nomination pro
cess. When asked, "Do you think unaffiliated voters-those not
registered in either party-should be allowed to vote in primaries
or should only those registered in a party be allowed to vote in
primaries?" 66 percent of the respondents stated that unaffiliated
voters should be allowed to vote, while 29 percent replied that the
system should be restricted to registered party members only. Five
percent of respondents did not know. 6
-Attitudes toward the pre-primary convention as well as the
current system of closed primaries may not be the most direct
measures of voter support for political parties. Such orientations,
however, do reflect an electorate that favors a more open system
of politics in which the mass public can exercise direct input into
the selection of candidates for public office. The Connecticut
electorate, according to polls, appears to favor a more open, fluid,
and participatory system of mass politics, rather than one
structured and controlled by political parties. A majority of
Connecticut residents are displeased with a party-centered
nominating process.
Removal of the Party Lever

The emergence of an anti-party attitude among the Connect
icut electorate is also evident in the historic referendum which

•
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1

TWO-PAR1Y SYSTEM IN TRANSmON / 119

took place in 1986 regarding the retention of the party lever in
Connecticut voting machines. Initially, Connecticut voting
machines were equipped with a party lever only, thereby requiring
the individual voter to cast his or her ballot for the entire party's
ticket. At one time, a voter in Connecticut could only vote
straight Democrat or straight Republican. This was modified in
subsequent years by providing the voter with the option of pulling
the party lever or voting for candidates individually.
As negative sentiment toward parties grew, political reformers
began calling for the elimination of the party lever altogether. In
the view of reformers, split-ticket voting, rather than party-line
voting, was a more intelligent and rational form of voting behavior.
State lawmakers thus responded by proposing a constitutional
amendment to remove the lever from all Connecticut voting
machines. In Connecticut, constitutional amendments are pro
posed to voters by the state legislature with the referendum
scheduled coterminously with the general election.
In the 1986 election, Connecticut voters were given the choice
of voting for or against retention of the party lever on voting
machines. By a close vote of 302,899 (50.4 percent) to 297,827
(49.6 percent), Connecticut voters approved of the proposed
amendment, thereby eliminating party levers from all Connecticut
voting machines. Article V, section 6 of the Connecticut Constitu
tion, which required voting machines to include the party lever,
was thus amended by the twenty-fourth amendment: "No voting
machine or device used at any state or local election shall be
equipped with a straight ticket device."
This is not to suggest that voters in Connecticut upon
entering the voting booth are unable to determine what party a
candidate belongs to, as party labels still appear on election ballots.
Moreover, voters, if they so desire, can still vote a straight-ticket
by voting individually for every candidate on the party's ticket.
Nevertheless, the removal of the lever does little to encourage
straight ticket voting, nor does it facilitate the election of a
partisan team to public office. More important, the decision on
the part of the Connecticut electorate to remove the party lever
represents a very symbolic political statement: voters want a
political process free from political party influence.
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Candidate-Centered Election Campaigns
In addition to voter registration trends, anti-party attitudes
among the electorate, and the removal of the party lever, one also
finds, within the context of such developments, a clear trend
toward candidate-centered, as opposed to party-centered, election
campaigns. The development of individual, candidate-centered
campaigns is not a new development in American politics.
Political scientists for several decades have been tracking the
formation of election campaigns that revolve around individual
personalities and individual platforms, as opposed to teams of
candidates campaigning under a common party platform.
Candidate-centered campaigns have been a part of the American
political landscape for more than thirty years.7
However, despite the national trend toward candidate inde
pendence, campaigns in Connecticut until very recently were still
coordinated through political party organizations. Party leaders
exercised a decisive role in the recruitment of candidates, the
determination of campaign strategy, and the development of
campaign themes. The pre-primary convention, the respect
afforded to party leaders, the importance of partisanship in state
and local voting behavior, and more generally the long-standing
Connecticut tradition of conducting political affairs through a
system of well-oiled political party machines allowed the state's
two major parties to maintain firm control over the manner in
which state and local elections were conducted.
Eventually, campaigns in Connecticut and elsewhere were
transformed from party-centered to candidate-centered campaigns.
The electorate, due to the events associated with the Vietnam War
and the Watergate scandal, had lost a good deal of respect for
political parties as institutions of American democracy. 8 Voters
now seemed more interested in positions articulated by individual
candidates rather than the platforms of the political parties.
Indeed, the electorate had become so disillusioned with political
parties that it was advantageous for political candidates to distance
themselves from their respective political party during the
campaign. Identifying oneself as an "outsider" or "maverick"
became fashionable.
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Media availability further reduced the centrality of local and
state party committees as voter mobilization mechanisms.
Candidates for public office could now harness the forces of
technology, such as television and radio, to generate support for
political campaigns. Television and radio spot-ads now became the
new method of voter mobilization. To a large extent, media
supplanted local party organization volunteers. Writing more than
twenty-five years ago, Robert Agranoff described the association
between the rise of technology and party decline in these terms:
"Party organization no longer has a near monopoly on campaign
communication. The candidate organization, the news event, the
computer generated letter and, most importantly, the electronic
media are the prevalent means of getting messages across in the
modern campaign."9 Additionally, the sky-rocketing costs of
media-based election campaigns forced political candidates to raise
money independent of party organizations. The treasuries of party
organizations simply could not provide candidates with the
amount of money needed to wage competitive campaigns. Thus,
election campaigns in Connecticut took on an entirely new
appearance. Candidates began forming their own organizations,
sele_cting their own campaign managers, hiring their own media
and fund-raising consultants, and developing and articulating their
own campaign platforms. A new style of campaigning had arrived
in Connecticut, and party organizations were relegated to a
supplemental campaign role.
One can point to an array of recent senate, congressional,
gubernatorial, and state legislative campaigns in Connecticut that
clearly document the trend toward candidate-centered campaigns.
For example, in a previous study of Connecticut politics con
ducted by this author, a considerable amount of distance was
discovered between local party organizations and candidates for
the General Assembly. Fifty-five percent of state legislators sur
veyed replied that they had formed their own personal campaign
organization. Forty-two percent of legislators replied that they had
formed their own organization, yet still worked with the party
organization, while a mere 3 percent indicated that they had
worked exclusively through the party organization during the
course of the campaign. 10
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The legislators in the same study were also asked to reflect on
the changing role of the party organization during election
campaigns. Twenty percent of legislators indicated that the party
organization's influence in the campaign process had become
"significantly weaker," while 37 percent said "somewhat weaker."
Twenty percent of the lawmakers felt that the organization's role
had "not really changed," 10 percent replied that the party
organization had become "somewhat stronger," and only 4 percent
said "significantly stronger." 11
The distance between candidates and party organizations is
also evident when one examines even the most basic forms of
campaign advertisements. Lawn signs and billboards displayed
during election campaigns seldom indicate a candidate's political
party affiliation.Donkeys and elephants, the traditional symbols
of the Democratic and Republican parties, are hard to detect on
lawn signs and other campaign paraphernalia. Even the color of
lawn signs, which are normally red or blue, have little relationship
to the candidate's party affiliation. The emphasis is on the
candidate rather than on the political party to which he or she
belongs.
Weicker: The Maverick
The growing distance between candidates and their respective
parties as we enter the twenty-first century is reflected in the blunt
words of Connecticut's highly controversial politician, Lowell P.
Weicker, Jr. Writing in his autobiography, Maverick: A Life in
Politics, the former Republican senator and "third-party" governor
speaks of political parties in this manner:
Aside from convenience and for purposes of identification,
why in God's name, in the freest marketplace in the
world of things and ideas, do Americans stubbornly insist
on preserving and glorifying the intellectual monopoly, or
rather, duopoly, called the two-party system? ... For
American politics, duopoly translates into weak candi
dates, intellectually neutered officeholders, meaningless
party platforms, and ineffectual national policies. 12
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Although Weicker's perspective does not represent the view of
every elected official in Connecticut, it does to some extent reflect
the tension and distance that have developed within the context of
Connecticut politics. Weicker was elected governor in 1990 by
effectively casting aspersions on the two-party system. The
symbolic significance of Weicker's election in 1990, as it relates to
the condition of the Connecticut two-party system, is succinctly
captured by Alan Ehrenhalt:
The voters completed the humiliation of what had once
been the nation's most deeply rooted two-party system by
rejecting both parties and electing an independent
gubernatorial candidate who told them that partisanship
was obsolete. In choosing Lowell P. Weicker, Jr., the
Connecticut electorate endorsed a man who had spent
two decades in Congress as an individualist renegade,
refusing to defer to his own Republican leadership and
alienating colleagues of both political parties who saw him
as bombastic, headstrong and unreliable. 13
Thus, it appears that the role of political parties as connecting
mechanisms between the people and the larger political system are
currently faced with very real challenges as we enter the millennium.
Political parties will most certainly have to work exceptionally
hard to maintain an important and positive presence in state and
local politics. Moreover, political parties must demonstrate an
ability to respond to the needs and concerns of the Connecticut
electorate. If parties fail to adapt to what is obviously a changing
political atmosphere, then they will most surely be confined to the
margins of the political process.
The Connecticut Presidential Primary, 2000
The most recent indicator of political party atrophy in
Connecticut occurred on March 7, 2000. It was on this date that
Republican presidential primaries were conducted in thirteen
states, and Democratic primaries in fifteen states. "Super Tuesday"
was the term used to describe the largest presidential primary day
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in the history of American politics. Connecticut was among those
states conducting both Democratic and Republican primaries.
For the purpose of assessing the strength of political party
organizations, the results of the Republican primary in Connect
icut proved to be instructive. Prior to March 7, the entire
Republican establishment in Connecticut, like Republican estab
lishments in other states, was firmly behind the candidacy of
Texas Governor George W. Bush. In Connecticut, Bush had
secured endorsements from two-term Republican Governor John G.
Rowland, as well as Republican State Chairman Christopher
DePino. The vast majority of the 169 Republican town commit
tees in Connecticut as well as the vast majority of Republican state
and local elected officials were also supporting the Texas governor.
However, despite the fact that the Republican Party establishment
was firmly behind Bush, and despite the fact that only registered
Republicans were allowed to vote in the Republican presidential
primary, Arizona Senator John McCain emerged the winner of the
Connecticut primary. The maverick Republican Senator from
Arizona, who effectively articulated themes of patriotism, moral
leadership, and campaign finance reform, was able to win 48
percent of the Republican vote compared to Bush's 46 percent.
Due to the winner-take-all rule of the Republican Party, McCain
won all 25 Republican convention delegates. Although the results
of Super Tuesday primaries and caucuses acro·ss the land proved
quite favorable to Governor Bush, the fact still remains that the
state of Connecticut simply could not deliver the party's rank-and
file vote to its endorsed candidate. As such, the Republican
primary in Connecticut was quite telling with respect to the
influence of the Republican party organization over the party's
rank-and-file.
Indications of Party Vitality
Although the Connecticut two-party system has been
significantly diminished, the Democratic and Republican parties
are nevertheless still alive. In discussing the condition of political
parties one must always be cautious not to overgeneralize. Political
parties are much weaker than they once were, but they are not at
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the point of extinction. It would be misleading for one to suggest
that political parties have faded into total oblivion. Political parties
still perform important functions and one would be remiss in a
chapter regarding the health of the state's party system not to
describe what these functions entail. The following discussion does
not negate or contradict what has thus far been described, but
instead is intended to provide an element of balance to the
consideration of the subject of party vitality.

Party Platforms at the Millennium
Whether voters realize it, political parties in Connecticut still
offer a choice at election time. Party platforms, adopted in con
ventions every four years, contribute to this important function.
The individual platforms of candidates, as previously noted, have
eclipsed party platforms, but this is not to suggest that party plat
forms are irrelevant. Political parties issue platforms consisting of
individual planks, and in doing so provide voters with policy
choices at election time. Platforms still define issues and poten
tially can structure and organize voting decisions.
A review of the 1998 Democratic and Republican platforms
in the state Connecticut suggests important differences between
the two major parties. There is of course a significant amount of
political rhetoric in the platforms of both parties. This is common
to all party platforms. Moreover, both major parties continue to
share common concerns, such as health care, environmental pro
tection, and public transportation. At the same time, however,
substantial differences do emerge.
As we enter the twenty-first century, the Democratic Party is
very concerned with campaign finance reform and the strength
ening of state ethics and election laws. Corruption in politics
appears to trouble the Democratic Party and political reform is
strongly urged. The Republican Party is silent on the subject of
campaign finance reform.
The Democratic Party also favors extensive state support for
local education, with a proposal to increase state funding for local
public schools to 50 percent. This is a very precise and clearly
stated policy recommendation. If adopted into policy, the state
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would be deeply involved in local education policy and local
school boards would lose much of their autonomy.
Tax relief is also advocated by the Democratic Party, with a
specific focus on property tax reduction. The property tax is
viewed by the Democratic Party as "the chief culprit in
Connecticut's tax woes." Property tax relief was an important
theme in the 1998 gubernatorial campaign of Democrat Barbara
Kennelly.
Like the Democratic Party, the Republican Party expresses
concern with the quality of education in Connecticut. The Repub
licans, however, advocate more support for Charter Schools and
the principle of school choice. The specifics are not detailed in the
Republican platform, although it is apparent that the Republican
Party supports a system of education in which vouchers would be
provided for students who wish to attend schools outside of the
district in which they reside. Moreover, the Republicans, in sharp
contrast to the Democrats, oppose extensive state involvement in
local education. Republicans express little interest in securing state
aid for local schools and appear very opposed to state-imposed educa
tional mandates, which "stifle innovation." A system of local and
decentralized education is strongly favored by the Republican Party.
Like the Democrats, the Republicans favor tax relief but with
a very different focus. The Republican Party favors tax reductions
for individual taxpayers and for privately owned businesses. Easing
the tax burden on working families and on business establish
ments, including corporations, are the areas where Republicans
feel tax reform is most needed. The Republicans also propose that
a portion of the state budget surplus be returned to individual
taxpayers. The Democrats indicate no support for this position.
With respect to the issue of economic development, the
Republican Party encourages tax relief for privately owned
businesses and less regulation of business activity. Such measures
are traditional Republican positions at both the state and national
level of politics. The Republicans believe less government involve
ment in economic matters will contribute to a stronger and more
robust economy.
Welfare reform is also a main concern of the Republican
Party. "Welfare to workfare," as it is commonly known, is one of
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the Republican Party's principal goals. The Democratic Party
makes no mention of welfare reform in its platform.
Support for the arts and humanities also appears in · the
Republican Party platform, with more support advocated for
theaters and museums. This might come as a surprise to those
who perceive the Republican party as a collection of economic
and social conservatives with little interest in culturaf affairs. The
cultivation of the arts and humanities is an issue one often
associates with the Democratic Party.
Clearly, the two major parties in the state of Connecticut are
offering the voters a choice at election time. Choice does not exist
on every major issue, but the parties take very different and
discernible stands on several key policy matters. The Democratic
Party favors campaign finance reform, increased state aid for local
education, and property tax relief. The Republican Party favors
minimal state involvement in local education, school choice,
income tax relief for individual taxpayers and businesses, and
continued social welfare reform. As mentioned, there is a good
deal of rhetoric in both party platforms, yet a careful reading of
the platforms will discover a distinctly Democratic and a
Republican approach to several major issues currently facing the
state of Connecticut. The parties are still offering voters a choice
at election time.

Parties and Campaigns
In addition to offering voters a choice at election time,
political parties in Connecticut are still active and visible
mechanisms during the course of election campaigns. The state
central committees of both political parties provide an array of
campaign services to statewide candidates, such as advertising for
the party slate, voter lists, campaign workshops, and consulting
services, as well as postage for mass mailings. Statewide candidates
still receive an element of assistance from the state central
committees, although in most cases such assistance is supplemental
to the candidate's personal organization.
The party's role in election campaigns is even more
pronounced at the local level. Indeed, in many local election
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campaigns, such as those involving town councils, school boards,
planning and zoning commissions, and a variety of local executive
posts, such as the office of mayor or first selectman, the party
organization still assumes a primary campaign role.
Local party committees serve as the foundation of the party
organization structure in Connecticut. There are 169 Democratic
and Republican town committees in Connecticut, which correspond
to the 169 local communities in the state. In every town or city,
there is a Democratic and a Republican local party committee.
The local party committees vary in size and consist of citizen
activists who dedicate a significant amount of volunteer time to
local party politics. Such individuals join local party committees
for a variety of reasons, including an attraction to the party's
political ideology, the social interaction offered through party
gatherings, the prospect of a local commission appointment, and
the possibility of being tapped as a candidate for public office, as
well as a sense of civic duty. 14 For persons who wish to enter the
political arena in the state of Connecticut, the local party
committee is still a practical and useful entry point.
Local party committees, despite the anti-party sentiment of the
Connecticut public, are still active and quite visible during local
election campaigns. Grassroots activity in the 1987 local elections
was documented in a survey of local chairpersons administered by
this author in the spring of 1988. The survey questionnaire con
sisted of five distinct parts. Part One asked town chairpersons to
define their role as party leader. Part Two requested the town
chairs to identify the various types of campaign-related activity
performed by the local committees during the 1987 election. Part
Three included a number of questions concerned with the chairs'
activity in conjunction with local organizational maintenance. Part
Four sought to identify the political ideology of town chair
persons, while Part Five focused on the personal characteristics of
local chairpersons as well as the demographic characteristics of the
chairp ersons' home towns.
The response rate to the survey was 46.4 percent. Among
those chairpersons who responded to the survey, 56 percent were
Republican, while 44 percent were Democrat. Fifty-one percent of
the respondents were members of the majority party within their
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respective hometown, while 41 percent identified their party as the
minority party. The remainder of chairpersons did not know or
did not respond. Thirty-nine percent of the chairpersons were
from rural communities, 59 percent from the suburbs, and 4
percent from urban settings. Although the respondents were not
a perfect cross-section of town chairpersons in the state of
Connecticut, the survey results still provided insight into ,the
campaign activity of Democratic and Republican local party
organizations in diverse communities during the 1987 election
cycle.
Table 10
Election-Day Activity as Perceived by Chairs
Local Committee Activity
Transport voters to the polls
Poll watchers
Baby sitters for voters
Distribute campaign literature
Sound trucks and cars
Phone banks
Election day parade

Percent of Chairs
Identifying Activity
93
84
25
80

12
99
12

Source: Gary L. Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots:
The Case of Connecticut." Paper presented at the Annual Conference of
the Northeast Political Science Association, Providence, Rhode Island,
November 1988.

The data in table 10 indicate a very high level of election-day
activity on the part of local town committees. Providing
transportation for voters to and from the polls, providing poll
watchers, distributing campaign brochures, and mobilizing
registered voters are all traditional campaign tasks that party
committees are expected to perform. The responses of the town
and city chairpersons also indicate that such activities are
performed rather routinely. Election-day activity that is somewhat
on the unusual side, and more suited for urban party organizations,
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such as election-day parades and the deployment of sound trucks
throughout the community, are rarely performed by local party
committees in Connecticut. Generally speaking, however, the data
suggest vitality on the part of grassroots party committees
during local election campaigns. Table 11 illustrates that
election-day activity is characteristic of both political parties as
well.
Table 11
Election-Day Activity by Party
Local Committee
Activity
Transportation of voters to polls
Poll watchers
Baby sitters for voters
Distribute campaign literature
Sound trucks and cars
Phone banks
Election day parade
Other election-related activity

Republican
Chairs

Democratic
Chairs

91%
85
19
76
13
99
9
16

95%
83
33
86
11
100

16
33

Source: Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots."

The extent to which local party committees engage in
campaign activity during the weeks prior to election day is
presented in table 12. The data there suggest considerable energy
and activity on the part of local committees during the days prior
to an election. As expected, this is especially true with respect to
the traditional campaign tasks, such as door-to-door canvassing,
fund-raising, posting lawn signs, and mailing campaign literature.
Moreover, local party committees are still holding party rallies and
coordinating strategy workshops for candidates and volunteers.
The data strongly suggest that grassroots campaigning is taken
seriously by local party committees in Connecticut. The more costly
campaign activity, such as billboard, radio, and television advertise
ments, are not a part of the routine tasks performed by local party
committees. Such activity is most likely beyond the financial
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means of most local organizations. Generally, however, the data
reveal a considerable amount of vitality on the part of town
committees during the weeks prior to election day. Such energy
is also evident among the local committees of both political
parties.
Table 12
Pre-Election Day Activity as Perceived by Chairs
Local Committee
Activity

Percent of Chairs
Identifying Activity

Door-to-door canvassing
Party rallies
Fund-raising
Mass mailings
Campaign buttons
Phone banks
Newspaper ads
Billboards
Lawn signs
Radio ads
Television ads
Speakers
Polling
Recruit volunteers
Strategy workshops
Voter registration drives
Other election-related activity

81
46
91
93
62
80
82
17
76
32
8
28
23
75
51
61
6

Source: Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots. n

The data in table 13 clearly suggest that Republican and
Democratic local party committees are quite active prior to and on
the day of the local election. Committee activity is of the
traditional variety, with the main goal being the mobilization of
voters. Additional data gathered from the survey suggest that local
committees also have a close working relationship with candidates
who seek local office.
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Table 13
Pre-Election Day Activity by party
Local Party
Activity
Door-to-door canvassing
Party rallies
Fund-raising
Mass mailings
Campaign buttons
Telephone banks
Newspaper ads
Billboards
Lawn signs
Radio ads
Television ads
Speakers
Polling
Recruit volunteers
Strategy workshops
Voter registration drives

Republican
Chairs(%)

Democratic
Chairs(%)

80
42
93
93
61
74
76
18
74
34

83
51
89
93
63
89
89
14
78
29
4
36
29
79
57
69

10

22
19
72
46
55

Source: Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots."

Tables 14 and 15 reveal the perceptions of local chairp ersons
concerning the association between candidates and local
committees.
Table 14
Working Relationship Between Candidates and Local Committees
As Perceived by
Town Chairs

Percent of
Town Chairs

Extremely close
Somewhat close
Not very close
Not close at all

63
27
10
4

Source: Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots."
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Table 15
Style of Local Election Campaign
As Perceived by
Town Chairs
Candidate-Centered
Party-Centered

Percent of
Town Chairs

22
79

Source: Rose, "Party Organization Activity at the Grassroots."

The data presented in tables 14 and 15 suggest that local party
committees in Connecticut still have a close association with local
candidates. Candidates for town council and other local posts are
recruited by the local committees and, upon receiving their
political party's nomination, maintain rather close ties with the
official committees. The data suggest that grassroots party
organizations are still integral to local community politics in
Connecticut. While party influence within the broader context of
state politics has most definitely declined, local party influence
within the local political arena still exists.
Parties and the Governing Process

Despite the break.down of political party authority and the
recent election of a third party governor, the two major parties
still control the institutions of government. Democrats and
Republicans still dominate the legislative, executive, and judicial
branches of government. Although partisan teamwork and party
line voting has declined within the General Assembly, the policy"
process is still under the direction of the two major parties.
Table 16 reveals a sustained pattern of power exercised by the
two major parties from 1887 to 1998. The data presented in ten
year intervals document in no uncertain terms that from the latter
part of the nineteenth century to the very present, the Democratic
and Republican parties have in essence enjoyed total control over
the Connecticut General Assembly. On rare occasion, one or two
minor political parties were able to capture a tiny number of seats,
but this has always been for a very short duration. National
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Party Control of the Connecticut General Assembly: 1887-1999
House of Representatives

Senate

Year

Rep.

Dem.

Other

Rep.

Dem.

1887'�
1897
1907
1917
1927
1937
1947
1957
1967
1977
1987
1997
1999

137
218
189
194
237
167
227
249
60
58
59
55
55

109
29
66
64
25
100
45
30
117
93
92
96
96

2
5

14
24
27
25
34
9
27
31

10
0
8
10
1
26
9
5
25
22
25
19
19

11

14

11

17
17

* 1 vacancy in 1887
Source: Elections Division, Office of Secretary of State.

Democrats, for example, occupied five legislative seats in 1897. At
other times, Gold Democrats, Independents, Progressives, and
Socialists have also won seats. Such victories were sporadic and
had little consequence for the policy making process. One should
also note the dramatic shift from Republican to Democratic
dominance after 1957, as well as the reduction of elected
representatives. Legislative reapportionment and a marked increase
in urban Democratic legislative districts is related to this
development.
The continued dominance of the two major parties in state
politics, despite their diminished condition, is further underscored
when one considers the election of Lowell P. Weicker, Jr., as
governor in 1990. Running under the banner of "A Connecticut
Party" (ACP), Weicker polled 40.4 percent of the gubernatorial
vote. The Republican candidate for governor John G. Rowland
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polled 37.5 percent of the vote, while the Democratic candidate
Bruce Morrison secured 20.7 percent. Weicker supporters along
with critics of Connecticut's two-party system hailed Weicker's
election as a historic turning point in Connecticut politics. Some
pundits predicted that Connecticut was evolving toward a
multiparty system.
Such predictions, however, underestimated the durability of
Connecticut's two-party system. Multiparty competition, much to
the chagrin of Weicker's supporters, failed to materialize. From
1990 to the present, not one member of ACP, nor any candidate
of a third party, has been elected to the Connecticut General
Assembly. One-hundred percent of the seats in General Assembly
continue to be occupied by Democratic and Republican lawmakers.
ACP never materialized as a viable and competitive third political
party.
Moreover, in 1994 the Republican candidate for governor,
John G. Rowland, was elected with 36.2 percent of the vote,
thereby reestablishing major party control over the governor's
office. Democrat William Curry received 32.7 percent of the vote,
and ACP candidate Eunice Groark received 18.9 percent. The
Groark candidacy for governor marked the last gasp of ACP. Tom
Scott, running as an Independent, received 11.3 percent of the
vote, and Joseph Zdonczyk of the Concerned Citizens Party
received 0.9 percent of the vote.
In 1998, Rowland was overwhelmingly reelected with 62.9
percent of the vote, while Democrat Barbara Kennelly, in what
many considered the most lackluster gubernatorial campaign in
recent Connecticut history, received only 35.4 percent of the vote.
Third parties in 1998, which included the Concerned Citizens
Party, the Libertarian Party, and the Term Limits Party, collectively
received 1.7 percent of the popular vote.
Thus, dominance on the part of the Democratic and
Republican parties in state legislative as well as gubernatorial
elections still characterizes Connecticut politics. The two major
parties occupy every seat within the Connecticut General
Assembly, the business of the legislative process is organized by
the two parties, and at the time of this writing a Republican
occupies the governor's office.
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Party Caucuses
The continued presence of the two-party system is further
evident upon examination of the four party caucuses in the
Connecticut General Assembly. At the start of every legislative
session, all members of the state legislature participate in a party
caucus. The party caucus is the party's organizational meeting.
House Democrats, House Republicans, Senate Democrats, and
Senate Republicans each conduct a separate party caucus within
their respective chamber. The party's leadership is chosen within
the four caucuses. In the House of Representatives, the majority
party caucus will select a variety of leadership posts. These include
the Speaker of the House (although the Speaker must still be
formally elected by the entire House membership), the House
majority leader, deputy and assistant leaders, and House whips.
The party in the minority will select the House minority leader
along with several assistant leaders and whips.
In the Senate, the majority party's caucus will select the Senate
pro tempore, the majority leader, assistant leaders, and whips. The
minority party, like its counterpart in the House, will choose the
minority leader, assistant leaders, and whips. All legislative leaders,
with the one exception of the Speaker of the House, who is
formally chosen by the entire House membership, are selected
within the party caucuses in each chamber. Such individuals will
assume critical responsibilities for the management, organization,
and flow of legislative business.
Party caucuses not only select legi.,slative leaders, but are also
convened to discuss the party's position on pending legislation.
The party's stance on issues such as the state budget, income taxes,
welfare reform, or gun control are discussed, debated, and decided
in the party caucus. Decisions reached in party caucus thus result
in leadership for both political parties within the state legislature,
as well as defined party positions on major policy issues. Party
caucuses are important to the organization and conduct of
legislative business.
The continued presence of the two major parties at the state
Capitol is further evident in the appointment of standing
committee chairpersons. The committee preferences of individual
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legislators are normally respected, although to be selected for a
committee chairmanship, one must necessarily secure the approval
of the party's legislative leadership. In the House of Repre
sentatives, for example, committee members will recommend
chairp ersons to the Speaker of the House, who in turn will defer
to the judgment of legislative party leaders. The House majority
leader, along with the assistant majority leaders, will conduct
interviews with prospective committee chairpersons, discuss the
leadership attributes of potential chairs, and eventually render a
decision. Party leaders thus have broad authority in determining
who will preside over the business of legislative committees. To
control the appointment of committee chairmanships is to control
a large part of the legislative process, for it is within the legislative
committees that the fate of proposed legislation is decided.
Conclusion
Although it has been demonstrated that Connecticut's two
party system is still functioning, and that political parties still
perform important electoral and governing functions, political
parties nevertheless are in a state of atrophy. This is the broader
and more central theme of this chapter. Political parties, particu
larly within the context of state politics, are simply not what they
used to be. The Connecticut electorate has become increasingly
unaffiliated over the years. Many state residents find little value in
party labels and prefer a more open and less party-centered
nominating process. The electorate does not support party levers
in voting machines, and a more candidate-centered style of cam
paigning has appeared in state legislative and statewide electoral
contests. The results of the most recent Republican presidential
primary in Connecticut further underscore the decline of party
authority. An abundance of evidence suggests that Connecticut's
two-party system in many respects has declined.
Throughout this chapter, the reader has most likely detected
a bias in support of a strong two-party system and a system of
politics in which the two major parties structure the political
process. There is reason for this perspective. Political parties,
contrary to what Lowell P. Weicker, Jr., and other "mavericks"
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might argue, have throughout the course of American history per
formed many functions essential to the development of American
democracy. Political parties have promoted political competition,
structured political choice, mobilized voter participation, recruited
candidates for public office, held elected officials accountable, and
helped in many ways to unify the disparate elements of American
society under common party labels.Political parties have therefore
performed critical roles in the organization of American politics,
and parties have contributed very directly to the stability of the
republic. Successful constitutional government has characterized
the American political experiment from its inception. This in large
part can be attributed to the two-party system. For more than 200
years, two major parties have organized and channeled political
conflict in a manner that has resulted in political compromise,
consensus, and moderation.American democracy and a system of
constitutional government has been able to survive because of the
important contributions of political parties. This is why party
decline is a serious matter. Consider the eloquent words of
Professor E.E. Schattschnieder, expressed in his classic work, Party
Government:
The rise of political parties is indubitably one of the
principal distinguishing marks of modern government.
The parties, in fact have played a major role as makers of
government; more especially they have been makers of
democratic government. Political parties created demo
cracy and modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms
of the parties.... The parties are not therefore merely
appendages of modern government; they are in the center
of it and play a determinative and creative role in it.15
The United States currently consists of 280 million people.
The country contains many religious, ethnic, social, and economic
groups. As we cross into the twenty-first century, the United
States is a highly populated and demographically diverse nation.
In the absence of two strong and broad-based political parties, the
political process will most surely degenerate into a system in
which narrowly focused special interest groups, based on ethnicity,
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religious conviction, social cause, and economic class, will control
the course of the policy process. Moreover, elected officials will be
accountable to no one except themselves and the special interests
that elected them. Unfortunately, such trends are already
underway and will likely accelerate as the parties continue to
decline.
The role of political parties in unifying socio-economic
diversity needs to be stressed. In the state of Connecticut, the
demographic trend is toward more, not less, ethnic and social
diversity. Consider the demographic projections for the state of
Connecticut (table 17).
Table 17
Demographic Projections for Connecticut: 2000-25
Connecticut
Population:

2000
3.3 million

2005
3.3 million

2015
3.5 million

2025
3.7 million

86
10
11
3

84
12
13
4

82
13
15
4

percentage:
Whites
African-American
Hispanic
Other

87
9

8
2

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. Figures released March 20, 2001. Totals

exceed 100 percent due to multiple responses. "Other" indicates American
Indian, Eskimo, Aleutian, Asian, and Pacific Islander.

As the data suggest, by 2025 the state of Connecticut will be
a very different state compared to the present. There will be
greater ethnic diversity and subsequently more complicated and
diverse political agendas. In the interest of effectively channeling
competing demands, diminishing political tension, and reducing
political fragmentation, it is imperative for the Democratic and
Republican parties to develop strategies that unite disparate groups
under party labels and behind party platforms. Two major parties,
rather than special interest groups or minor parties, offer the very
best chance of accomplishing this. A strong two-party system
contributes to political coherence, peaceful competition, and
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political stability. Discovering creative ways to strengthen
Connecticut's two-party system should thus be one of the
principal goals of political reformers in the years ahead. The
activity of the Republican and Democratic parties in Connecticut,
and the extent to which the parties are responding to the
challenges facing the party system, are explored in interviews with
the state chairmen of the two major parties.

Profile and Perspective
Chris DePino, Republican State Chair
Rusty Scupper Restaurant, New Haven, Connecticut
August 24, 1999

What is your political background, and how did you becom,e the state
chairman of the Republican party?
My political background, and how I became state chairman, is a
very interesting story. I became state chairman because Governor
John Rowland wanted me to be the chairman. This is very different
from my Democratic counterpart. Political tradition allows the
governor to pick who he wants as the state chair-and John
Rowland wanted me to be the chair. The fact that the Republican
State Central Committee also supported me, once the governor let
it be known that I was his choice, is really secondary to the fact
that the governor appointed me. I answer directly to the
governor-in essence, I have a constituency of one. However, even
though I answer directly to Governor Rowland, this doesn't
minimize my responsibility to the Republican State Committee
or to the Republican Party at large. They are all equally
important. But at the end of the day, all of us have a loyalty to
the governor.
I came into politics through a somewhat non-traditional route.
In 1985, I ran as a Republican for a seat on the Board of Alderman
for the city of New Haven. As a train conductor, I had acquired
a good deal of experience in working with people. The train
conductor job, which required dealing with all sorts of people and
problems, prepared me very well for a career in public service.
Initially, I was a registered Democrat, primarily because New
Haven is a Democratic town and I wanted to vote in Democratic
primaries, but I was always philosophically aligned with the
Republican Party. I really loved Ronald Reagan, so switching my
party affiliation from Democrat to Republican was easy.
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Running as a Repliblican for the Board of Alderman in New
Haven in 1985 was a true learning experience for me. I was up
against the Democratic machine and as a Republican I was in the
minority. Hardly anyone knew who I was at the time. However,
even though I lost that election, I did do something which proved
very valuable for my future political career: I went around
distributing ice to people who had lost their power due to
Hurricane Gloria. Many people remembered me for doing this,
which proved beneficial, because four years later, in 1989, when
I ran again for a seat on the Board of Aldermen, I won. I beat the
incumbent Democratic Alderman 2-1. Even to this day, there are
people who remember how I handed out ice when the power
went down. Running for the Board of Alderman in the city of
New Haven was an extremely educational experience. I learned
what it takes to win an election. I learned how to connect with
people. I learned how timing is so very important. There is so
much involved in a local election and I learned from the Board of
Aldermen campaigns. In 1991, I ran for reelection for Alderman
and won again.
In 1992, I had the opportunity to run in a special election for
the Connecticut General Assembly. I had by now established a
good reputation and track record in public service, and I won that
race by a margin of 2-1. The district I represent in New Haven is
about 80 percent Democrat and yet I'm a Republican.
In 1990, prior to my election to the state legislature, I had met
John Rowland. I worked for John Rowland in his 1990 guberna
torial campaign, which he lost to Lowell Weicker. However, here
is where my relationship with Rowland really began. In 1994,
Rowland ran again for governor and once again I worked for his
campaign. This time, however, Rowland won the governorship.
I was also reelected to the state legislature. Just prior to this, I was
chosen as the chair of the Republican Party in New Haven.
In 1995, I became the ranking member of the Public Safety
Committee in the Connecticut General Assembly. In this capacity,
I supported Governor Rowland's agenda and he recognized my
support. In particular, my support for legalized gaming in
Bridgeport was very important to the governor. Even though we
eventually lost that issue, the governor appreciated my work.
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Shortly thereafter, he called me and asked me to become Chair of
the Republican Party. I have been in this position sinceJanuary 1996.
The term for state chair is for two years and I was just reelected.
What would you identify as your primary responsibilities in your
capaci� as Chairman of the Republican Party?
There are two primary responsibilities: The first is to get Republi
cans elected to office at all levels. That is really the mission
statement. The se<::ond responsibility, which flows from the first
responsibility, is to raise money for the party practically every
day. A political party is in reality a small business. When I became
chair of the Republican Party, we were raising about $500,000 per
year. Raising funds is a very difficult task, particularly since
Connecticut has very restrictive campaign finance laws, plus the
Republicans are in the minority in Connecticut. There is really no
corporate giving to speak of, except of a nominal nature, so you
have to ask people to give their personal money. But we have
improved considerably as far as fund-raising is concerned. Under
my leadership, the Republican Party is now involved in all levels
of election campaigns. It has to be run like a business.
Fund raising has increased considerably and as a party we are
now providing more services to candidates than ever before. We
provide all kinds of assistance to candidates, including how to do
mass mailings, how to manage a campaign, campaign communica
tions, how to convey a message, how to raise money, and we will
instruct you on campaign finance laws. We even conduct seminars
for Republican candidates. The Republican State Central Committee
is now providing numerous campaign-related services to Republican
candidates. This was not the case prior to my chairmanship and
this is certainly very different from when I ran for the Board of
Alderman in 1985. The Party is much more of a presence in
Connecticut politics.
How is the Republican Party currently staffed?
It varies, but normally there is a core staff of seven people.
Around election time, the size of the staff increases. We have a
political director, an executive director, and a finance director. I
also believe in paying people what they are worth.
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As we enter the new millennium, what does the Republican Party in
the state of Connecticut stand for?
First, the Republican Party stands for fairness and equal
opportunity for everyone. Second, we are the party that stands
ready to cut people's taxes. Third, we are the party that stands for
rebuilding Connecticut's cities. Governor Rowland's model of
developing public/private partnerships is really the solution for
urban renewal. This is important, because the future of the state
is going to be based on the vitality of the cities, and the old
models of urban renewal have to be discarded. You can't simply
sink money into the cities and expect renewal. There has to be a
partnership between the private and public sector. The Republican
Party will not cede any ground to the Democratic Party on these
issues. In the end, Republican policies will provide a better quality
of life to the residents of Connecticut.
How do Connecticut Republicans differ from Republicans in other
states? ls there something unique about Connecticut Republicans?
I would say there is more moderation among the Republican
Party in Connecticut compared to other states, such as Utah. The
Republican Party in Connecticut is probably closer to the general
electorate than Republican parties in a number of other states. But
you have to realize, I don't place a great emphasis on the ideology
of candidates. I'm really not all that concerned if a Republican
candidate is pro-choice or pro-life. Of course on core issues, such
as taxes and government regulation, I am concerned with a candi
date's ideology, but on the social issues I don't believe there
should be a litmus test.
How would you describe the internal composition of the Republican
Party in Connecticut? ls it a broad-based party?
I think it is becoming more broad-based than in the past. This is
due, in my opinion, to the leadership of Governor Rowland. He
has changed the image and the message of the Republican Party
considerably and in doing so has attracted diverse groups to the
party. Governor Rowland's commitment to the cities, the
environment, and welfare reform has been head and shoulders
above previous governors.
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'What changes have you observed regarding the power and the place
of political parties within the context of Connecticut politics? Also,
what about the changes involving party leadership?
You have to realize that former party leaders, such as John Bailey,
had control over campaign money. Candidates had to go to the
party leader for money. This of course was well before the days
of campaign finance reform. The party leaders controlled the
pocketbook. Campaign finance reform changed the role of
political parties. The old model was that a candidate went directly
to the party leader for money. The new model is that other
entities, such as political action committees and the candidate
himself or herself, will raise the money and the party will assist in
whatever way possible. The new model is a cooperative model.
This is one of the major changes concerning the place of parties.
Parties are competing against PACs [political action committees]
when it comes to raising money. In fact the proliferation of PACs
is probably the singular most important reason why parties have
declined in power. PACs and lobbyists today often have more
interaction with candidates for public office, especially incumbent
candidates, than do the parties themselves.
Why is it that young persons, particularly between the ages of 18 and
30, tend to register as unaffiliated voters?
Most young persons feel that politics doesn't really affect them.
Politics is not on an eighteen-year-old person's radar screen.
Young persons don't see the relevance of politics to their lives.
The fact that so many young persons are not voting is perfectly
understandable. Generation X will become voters when they grow
older and see the relevance of politics to their lives.
What will the DePino era be remembered for?
Hopefully, three things: First, I would like to be remembered as
the chairman who changed the model of the Republican State
Central Committee. The Committee under my leadership has
become a more service-oriented Committee which now provides
a broad range of campaign services to candidates for public office.
Second, I would like to be remembered as the chairman who, with
the governor, helped communicate a new message for the
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Republican Party. Third, I would like to be remembered as the
chairman who left the Committee with a very sound financial
foundation. Money is important in politics. Under my leadership,
the Republican Party's fundraising has risen from $500,000 to $2
million a year-and I would like to be remembered for that.
Hopefully, with our successful fundraising, we can someday buy
our own building in Hartford. I would like to do that someday
and I would put John Rowland's name on it.

Profile and Perspective
Edward Marcus, Democratic State Chair
Marcus Law Office, New Haven, Connecticut
September 10, 1999
What is your political background, and how did you become the state
chairman of the Democratic Party in Connecticut?
It seems like so long ago that I became involved in politics. In
1951, I ran for the Board of Alderman in the city of New Haven
and was the first Democrat ever elected from that ward. In 1953,
I ran again in a different ward and was also elected as the first
Democrat. For a period of time, I was the majority leader for the
Board of Alderman as well. I then moved on to the state senate
between 1958 and 1970 and served as majority leader for a number
of years. After the state senate, I did not run for elected office, but
remained active in state politics. In 1976, I ran Scoop Jackson's
presidential campaign in Connecticut. In 1986, I was elected to the
Democratic State Central Committee from the shoreline district
(12th senatorial district). In 1988, I ran Al Gore's presidential
campaign in Connecticut. In 1992, I ran for election as Democratic
State Chairman and have been elected to this post four times. I
have been opposed each time, but it has never come to a vote.
So you did come up through the ranks of politics somewhat?
In a sense, that would be so.
What would you identify as your primary responsibilities as state
chair?
Without a Democratic governor in office, I am currently the
Democratic Party's principal spokesman. I am also the Party's
chief strategist during elections and the state central committee's
principal fundraiser. During my eight years as state chairman, I
have raised close to three and a half million dollars, with the help
of a very solid finance committee. This has helped us deliver a
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Democratic message to Connecticut voters. You have to fill many
roles as the Party's chairman. I am also fortunate to have a very
professional staff, all of whom have degrees in political science.
What are the principal ways in which you raise funds?

Telemarketing, special events such as the Jefferson/Jackson/Bailey
fundraiser, and events featuring interesting and important
Democratic guest speakers.
What is your one primary goal?

My one primary goal is to help elect Democratic candidates, and
in particular a Democratic governor. I have to develop a message
that will help make that happen. Hopefully we can do that in
election year 2002.
As we enter the new millennium, what does the Democratic Party in
the state of Connecticut stand for?

In general terms, I would say that the Democratic Party stands for
social justice and the smaller person, in an economic sense. The
Republican Party receives much of its money from contributors
in Fairfield county, but many of these people have their roots in
New York. The Republicans are primarily concerned with pro
tecting their economic interests. The Democratic Party, unlike the
Republicans, will work for and fight for such policies as minimum
wage, environmental protection, more funding for education,
more policemen on the street, and gun control legislation. There
are clear and distinct differences between the two major parties.
Of course in some areas the philosophies of the two parties tend
to merge, but on major and key issues it is normally black and
white with clear differences. Think about the abortion contro
versy: the Democratic Party is pro-choice, while the Republicans
are pro-life. Those people who think there are no differences
between the two major parties are dead wrong.

Does the Democratic Party in Connecticut differ from Democratic
parties in other states?

Yes, but I wouldn't restrict it to Connecticut. The Democratic
parties in New England, which includes Connecticut, tend to be
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a little different from Democratic parties elsewhere. Democrats in
Connecticut, Vermont, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode
Island, and Maine tend to be a little more conscious about social
justice, civil rights, and equal rights compared to Democrats
outside of the New England region. I recently led a boycott of a
conference for Democratic state chairs in South Carolina because
the Confederate flag flies over the state Capitol. I was then joined
by state chairs from other New England states as well as the far
west. The bottom line is that we are not going.

As we enter the next century, who belongs to the Democratic Party in
Connecticut? Can you generalize about the Party's membership?
The Party really does cut across all economic lines, but certainly
the Democratic Party draws support from people who belong to
labor unions, African Americans, Hispanics, and other minorities.
All you have to do is look at the nominating conventions of the
two parties. Unlike the Republican state and national conventions,
the Democratic conventions don't have too many people who
wear green slacks and red jackets and who look like they just
walked off of a golf course at a country club. The Republican
Party tends to be a lily-white party, even though for some offices
the governor hand-picked minorities to run as candidates. But this
of course is cosmetic, and other than a handful of hand-picked
candidates there is no core minority constituency for the Republi
can Party. Minorities, for historical reasons, are instinctively afraid
of the Republican Party. The Republican Party has historically
been opposed to immigration and the Republicans have always
been opposed to letting minorities come into the system.
Reflecting on your many years in Connecticut politics, what changes
have you observed concerning the power of political parties?
I'm not certain there has been as much change as people think.
I'm not certain that political parties per se ever had as much
"power" as some say. Of course people no longer look to the
parties for a Turkey at Christmas time as a reward for being a
block captain. Those days are over of course, as they should be.
The average guy now makes a living and doesn't have to rely on
the party for a livelihood. To that extent, the party has been
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diminished. Most people do make their own way and don't depend
on the party. However, we still live under rules and laws in our
society and those rules and laws are still made by the people who
participate in the party system.
But what about party leaders like John Bailey? Those days are gone,
wouldn't you agree?
I was majority leader when John Bailey was state and national
chairman, and quite frankly so much of what you hear about John
Bailey is nostalgia and perception. Yes, he was a strong leader, but
no, he couldn't wave a magic wand in the state legislature. He had
power, unlike today's chairs because in those days there were no
rules on lobbying and there was a very small group of political
leaders around the state who could produce delegates at a con
vention. Also, during the Bailey days, the party would supply the
funds for candidates, whereas in today's politics candidates can
raise their own money. Legislative candidates today can actually
get funds from legislative PACs which raise vast sums of money,
rather than from the party. The fundraising part of the process is
one area where you really see a dramatic change from the past.
Another change has to do with a more diffuse power base, with
multiple town chairs having more of a voice concerning who a
candidate might be, rather than a small group of eight or nine
people deciding a candidacy.
What explains why young persons are not attracted to political parties?
There used to be a time when people became voters by having
contact with political parties. The parties were very involved in
voter registration. Today, with passage of the "motor-voter" law,
a person can become a registered voter without any party contact.
Also, because of the increase in primaries, it seems that in some
communities the parties don't want to register new voters for fear
of losing control over the internal dynamics of primary elections.
In some urban communities, there is a possibility of registering
10,000 new Democrats, but the mayor or the local town chairman,
even though they might give lip service to it, don't really want
that to happen. Everybody was all in favor of registering new
Democrats until there was the specter of primaries.
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Should we adopt the "direct primary" in place of the "challenge primary?"
No. I'm very opposed to the direct primary. Any credible
candidate should be able to obtain 15 percent of the delegate votes
at a state convention, because prior to the nominating convention
a candidate can primary for the town committee and primary for
convention delegates. A candidate that has anything going for him
or her gets a fair shot before the convention. The direct primary
is actually regressive in that it would turn the nominating process
over to what I call the "Brooks Johnson Syndrome"-a wealthy
candidate, with no political experience, who literally bought the
Republican party's nomination for U.S. Senate, and then fell flat
on his face in the general election. That's what we would see more
of with direct primary elections. With the advent of television, it
is so easy to spend large amounts of money and win -a primary.
You could end up with ten candidates within the same party all
running for governor with the winner receiving around 17 or 18
percent of the vote and becoming the party's nominee. This is
even more complicated with the very low voter turnout in
primary elections.
But isn't there a perception that some candidates are kept out of the
nominating process and that the current system is too closed?
The process is not closed. In fact it is very open. If you want to
be a party's candidate, there is ample opportunity for you to go
out and meet the local town committees, and you can wage a
primary within the town committees in whatever community you
choose to. If you win the primary, then you now control the
town committee. Also, if you don't like the delegates picked by
the town committee, then go ahead and run a delegate primary.
The process is very open.
Do you favor closed or open primaries? Should unaffiliated voters be
allowed to vote in a party's primary?
I think open primaries are very bad. If the party sy5tem is going to
mean anything, then a closed primary really makes much more sense.
Could you briefly describe the current structure of the Democratic
State Central Committee here in Connecticut. Also, could you shed
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some light on the current trends regarding state central committee
modernization?
There are currently seventy-two members of the Central Committee,
with two from each of the thirty-six state senatorial districts in
Connecticut. It is split evenly, with an equal number of men and
women on the committee. The people who serve on the commit
tee have normally been involved in politics, either as a state
legislator or as a town chairman and other forms of political
activity. We have a finance committee, a budget committee, a
campaign resources committee, a youth development committee,
and a communications committee. The Democratic State Central
Committee has a full time staff of only three people, all of whom
were political science majors in college. We also have interns who
work for the committee, which provides a wonderful learning
experience for young persons interested in politics. We currently
have a totally modernized and updated computer system. In fact,
our last state convention was put on the Internet. We have state
of the art technology.
What will the Ed Marcus era be remembered for?
I hope I will be remembered for producing Democratic presi
dential election victories in Connecticut, for restoring Democratic
majorities in the state Senate, and last but not least, hopefully for
electing a Democrat as the next governor of Connecticut. When
Rowland's term as governor ends, the Democrats will have been
out of power in the governor's office for twelve years. I think I
have done a good job of holding the party together and keeping
morale high despite this fact.
What should students know about political parties?
That parties are fun and that it is exciting to get involved. Parties
are still the most practical way of becoming involved in politics.
The Young Democratic Clubs on campus are an excellent starting
point.

