

O’Hare response Political Realignment


Writing this essay so late in the week allows me to read other’s thoughts on this topic.  I admit this topic is not in my wheelhouse.  Even so, I felt as an observer of US politics over the last 40 years, there has not been so much a realignment as a falling a part of alignment, ‘the advent of dealignment ‘or perhaps a malalignment.  As Rich Harris wrote “ This model of American politics helps in understanding why, as the Scholfield article theorizes, policymaking may not align with preferences of the electorate. Indeed, the Trump Administration’s policy agenda mirrors the positions of the Heritage Foundation and the America First Institute more than the preferences of the median Republican voter. Similarly, it explains why the policy agenda of the Biden Administration looked more like a program favored by the ACLU and the Center for American Progress than the preferences of median Democratic voter. And neither presidency aligned with the policy preferences of the plurality of voters who are Independents.”
With this in mind I asked Chat GPT with a some cynicism and leaning on some not so wild conspiratorial thinking: Are political parties weak or have they adapted to new political conditions and become stronger by being more imaginative? Or have billionaires taken over the political process to the point it does not matter which party is in the White House?
I thought the response was interesting.

Political parties today are **not simply weak or captured—they have adapted in ways that make them simultaneously more powerful and more constrained**, while billionaires and mega-donors exert real influence without fully controlling outcomes. The reality is more complex than either decline or takeover.

Political parties have **lost some traditional forms of power**. Party leaders no longer tightly control nominations, messaging, or discipline. Primary elections, social media, ideological media ecosystems, and activist fundraising have weakened centralized authority. Candidates can now bypass party institutions and build personal brands, fundraising networks, and voter followings independently. This makes parties appear weaker, more chaotic, and less capable of governing.
Rather than being controlled by billionaires, parties operate in **a system where money amplifies influence but does not guarantee control**. Mega-donors and corporate interests can shape agendas, candidate viability, and media narratives, but they frequently fail to get their preferred outcomes. Populist candidates, grassroots movements, and ideological factions often overpower elite donor preferences—as seen in insurgent campaigns across both parties. Billionaire influence is real, but it is **filtered through voter sentiment, media ecosystems, and party coalitions**.

However, wealth has undeniably **distorted political equality**. The ability of ultra-wealthy individuals and corporations to fund super PACs, shape issue framing, and influence regulatory outcomes has tilted policymaking toward elite interests, especially on taxation, financial regulation, antitrust, and labor policy. This creates the perception—and sometimes the reality—that **economic power translates into political power**, weakening democratic trust.

Still, it would be inaccurate to say **it no longer matters which party controls the White House**. Party control strongly affects judicial appointments, regulatory enforcement, foreign policy, climate action, healthcare access, civil rights protections, and labor standards. The policy differences between administrations are substantial and enduring. The courts alone—reshaped by partisan appointments—demonstrate how party control has long-term consequences.

What has changed is *how* parties govern. Instead of broad consensus-building institutions, they operate in a system of **permanent campaigning, polarization, and institutional hardball**. This reduces bipartisan cooperation, narrows legislative ambition, and increases executive and judicial dominance. Parties are powerful, but the system they operate in **rewards conflict, spectacle, and donor dependency**, often at the expense of public trust and long-term policy coherence.

In short, political parties are **not weak, not fully captured, but structurally constrained**. They have adapted imaginatively to new political realities, but in doing so have become embedded in a system where money, polarization, and media fragmentation shape outcomes in ways that strain democratic accountability.



