The Formation and Role of Third Parties (Version A)
Although it is challenging for third parties to survive and thrive in the American political system, these parties continue to make important contributions to the political process, revealing sectional and political divides and bringing light to new issues.

The decision to form a political party can be a difficult one.  Most parties are rooted in social movements formed of activists and groups whose primary goal is to influence public policy.  Parties aim to accomplish the same goal, but they also run candidates for elected office. Making this transition requires a substantial amount of financial and human resources, as well as a broad base of political support to compete in elections.  Throughout history, therefore, very few social movements have evolved into parties.  Those that have succeeded in this mission have had the support of the political elites and uninhibited access to the ballot. 

For example, during the 1840’s and 1850’s, the Liberty and Free Soil Parties formed around the abolition issue.  The parties’ leaders were well-educated northerners who comprised a significant proportion of the electorate at that time.  But, when civil rights issues emerged on the agenda again in the early twentieth century, it was through a social movement by social activists in groups such as the NAACP.  One reason why this social movement did not become a party was the fact that black voters in areas where segregation had the most significant impact were largely denied the vote and could not have voted for potential party candidates.  The ability of the current tea party movements to develop into full-fledged third party will hinge on many of these same variables.  

Minor parties based on causes often neglected by the major parties have significantly affected American politics.  Third parties find their roots in sectionalism (as did the Southern states’ rights Dixiecrats, who broke away from  the Democrats in 1948), in economic protest (such as the agrarian revolt that fueled the Populists, an 1892 prairie-states party), in specific issues (such as the Green Party’s support of the environment), in ideology (the Socialist, Communist, and Libertarian Parties are examples), and in appealing, charismatic personalities (Theodore Roosevelt’s affiliation with the Bull Moose Party in 1912 is perhaps the best case).  

Third parties achieve their greatest successes when they incorporate new ideas or alienated groups or nominate attractive candidates as their standard-bearers.  Third parties do best when declining trusts in the two major political parties plagues the electorate.  Usually, though, the parties’ ideas are eventually co-opted by one of the two major parties, each of them eager to take the politically popular issue that gave rise to the third party and make it theirs in order to secure the allegiance of the third party’s supporters. For example, The Republicans of the 1970’s absorbed many of the states’ rights planks of George Wallace’s 1968 presidential bid.  Both major parties have also more recently attempted to attract independent voters by sponsoring reforms of the governmental process, such as the ongoing attempts to reform the nation’s campaign finance laws.
What are some of America’s major third parties?

	Third Party
	Year Founded
	Primary Purpose

	Liberty/Free Soil
	1840
	Abolition of slavery

	Prohibition
	1880
	Prohibition of alcohol sale and consumption

	Progressive/Bull Moose
	1912
	Factionalism in the Republican party; gave Theodore Roosevelt the platform to run for the presidency

	American Independent
	1968
	States’ rights, opposed to desegregation

	Libertarian
	1971
	Opposition to government intervention in economic and social policy

	Reform
	1996
	Economic issues; tax reform, national debt, federal deficit

	Green
	2000
	Environmental and social justice


Unlike many European countries that use proportional representation (a voting system that apportions legislative seats according to the percentage of votes a political party receives), the United States has a single-member, plurality electoral system, often referred to as the winner-take-all-system, or a system in which the party that receives at least one more vote than any other party wins the election.  To paraphrase the legendary football coach Vince Lombardi, finishing first is not everything, it is the only thing in U.S. politics; placing second, even by one vote doesn’t count.  The winner-take-all-system encourages the grouping of interests into as few parties as possible (the democratic minimum being two).

The Electoral College system and the rules of public financing for American presidential elections also make it difficult for third parties to seriously compete.   Not only must a candidates win a majority of the public vote, but he or she must do it in states that allow them to win a total of 270 electoral votes.  

Are Third Parties Good for the American Political System?

Arguments for:

· Third parties allow for a greater diversity of opinions.

· Third parties can provide useful solutions to political problems on the local and regional level.

· Third parties encourage greater participation in the American political system.
Arguments against:

· Third parties act as spoilers rather than as issue definers.
· Third parties are often composed of political extremists who seek to undermine real politics.
· Third parties undermine the stability of the American Political system.
Overhead
History of American Third Parties

1. No minor third party as ever come close to winning the presidency: 

· Only 8 have won as much as a single electoral vote.
· Only 5 third party candidates including TR in 1912 and Ross Perot in 1992 have won more than 10% of popular vote.
2. Roots of Third Parties;
· Sectionalism:  1948 – Dixiecrats
· Economic protest:  1892 – Populist
· Specific issues:  Prohibition Party – Progressive Era

· Ideology:  Socialist, Communists, Libertarian
· Charismatic personalities:  1912 – TR
· Combination Parties:  George Wallace in 1968                      (dynamic leader w/ firm geographic base, South w/ emotional issue, civil rights; Ross Perot in 1992)
Purpose of Third Parties

1. The electoral progress of third parties is in direct proportion to the failure of the two major parties to incorporate new ideas
2. Influence: Major parties often take on the ideas of third parties.
· The Democratic Party in 1896 incorporated much of the Populist Party’s platform.
· The Republican Party in 1970s took on George Wallace’s “states’ rights” plank.
· Both the Republican and Democratic Parties in 1992 took on Perot’s reform government ideas, reduce the deficit.
3. Once the major parties incorporate their ideas, third parties “burn out.”
Student Handout
Third-Party and Independent Presidential Candidates Receiving 5 Percent or More of Popular Vote

	CANDIDATE

(PARTY)
	YEAR
	PERCENTAGE OF POPULAR VOTE
	ELECTORAL VOTE

	Ross Perot

(Reform Party)


	1996
	8.5
	0

	Ross Perot

(Independent)


	1992
	18.9
	0

	John B. Anderson

(Independent)


	1980
	6.6
	0

	George C. Wallace

(American Independent)


	1968
	13.5
	46

	Robert M. LaFollette

(Progressive)


	1924
	16.6
	13

	Theodore Roosevelt

(Bull Moose)


	1912
	27.4
	88

	Eugene V. Debs

(Socialist)


	1912
	6.0
	0

	James B. Weaver

(Populist)


	1892
	8.5
	22

	John C. Brekinridge

(Southern Democrat)


	1860
	18.1
	72

	John Bell

(Constitutional Union)


	1860
	12.6
	39

	Millard Fillmore

(Whig American)


	1856
	21.5
	8

	Martin Van Buren

(Free Soil)


	1848
	10.1
	0

	William Wirt

(Anti-Masonic)


	1832
	7.8
	7


Source:  Rebecca Small, Advanced Placement Institute:  U.S. Government & Politics, the College of William and Mary
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Signature Requirements for a New Party to Get on the Ballot

	COUNTRY
	SIGNATURES

REQUIRED
	DO ALL PARTIES HAVE THE SAME REQUIREMENTS?

	United States
	5,141,472 total
	NO

	Australia
	0
	YES

	Austria
	2,600 total
	YES

	Belgium
	200-400 per candidate*
	YES

	Canada
	25-100 per candidate
	YES

	Croatia
	0
	YES

	Finland
	0
	YES

	France
	0
	YES

	Germany
	200 per candidate
	YES***

	Great Britain
	0
	YES

	Greece
	0
	YES

	Ireland
	0
	YES

	New Zealand
	2 per candidate
	YES

	Norway
	0
	YES

	Poland
	75,000 total
	YES

	Portugal
	5,000 total**
	YES

	Spain
	0
	YES

	Sweden
	0
	YES

	Switzerland
	2,500-10,000 total
	YES

	The Netherlands
	190 total
	YES


* Or three signatures from sitting members of parliament

** This is a one time only requirement

*** If a party has elected one Member of Parliament, no signatures are required.

Source:  Rebecca Small, Advanced Placement Institute:  U.S. Government & Politics, the College of William and Mary.
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Candidate Selection Process
Commission on Presidential Debates' Nonpartisan Candidate Selection Criteria for 2004 General Election Debate Participation

The CPD's nonpartisan criteria for selecting candidates to participate in its 2004 general election presidential debates are:

1.  Evidence of Constitutional Eligibility

The CPD's first criterion requires satisfaction of the eligibility requirements of Article II, Section 1 of the Constitution. The requirements are satisfied if the candidate is:

a. At least 35 years of age.

b. A Natural Born Citizen of the United States and a resident of the United                           States for fourteen years.

c. Otherwise eligible under the Constitution.

2.  Evidence of Ballot Access

The CPD's second criterion requires that the candidate qualify to have his/her name appear on enough state ballots to have at least a mathematical chance of securing an Electoral College majority in the 2004 general election. Under the Constitution, the candidate who receives a majority of votes in the Electoral College, at least 270 votes, is elected President regardless of the popular vote.

3.  Indicators of Electoral Support

The CPD's third criterion requires that the candidate have a level of support of at least 15% (fifteen percent) of the national electorate as determined by five selected national public opinion polling organizations, using the average of those organizations' most recent publicly reported results at the time of the determination.

© 2004 Commission on Presidential Debates. All rights reserved.

Open Debates Files FEC Complaint Against the Commission on Presidential Debates
2/19/2004

WASHINGTON, Feb. 19 /U.S. Newswire/ -- Today, Open Debates filed a complaint with the Federal Election Commission (FEC) against the Commission on Presidential Debates (CPD). The complaint contains previously unreleased, secret documents that reveal how the major party candidates collude with the CPD to dictate the terms of the presidential debates and exclude third- party and independent challengers.

"FEC regulations require presidential debate sponsors that accept corporate contributions to be `nonpartisan' and to employ `pre-established objective' candidate selection criteria. The CPD, which accepts millions of dollars in corporate contributions, fails to stage the debates in accordance with these FEC regulations," said Open Debates' Executive Director George Farah.

The complaint alleges that presidential debates sponsored by the CPD are controlled by the major parties in violation of FEC debate regulations.

The complaint further alleges that the CPD was created by the Republican and Democratic parties, for the Republican and Democratic parties. The CPD exists to secretly award control of the presidential debates to the Republican and Democratic nominees. Questions concerning third-party participation and debate formats are resolved behind closed doors, between negotiators for the Republican and Democratic candidates. These negotiators draft secret debate contracts called Memoranda of Understanding that dictate precisely how the debates will be run - - from decreeing who can participate, to prohibiting candidate-to- candidate questioning, to stipulating the height of the podiums. Posing as an independent sponsor, the CPD implements the directives of the Memoranda of Understanding, shielding the major party candidates from public criticism. Many of these issues are documented in the forthcoming book /No Debate/ (Seven Stories Press) authored by Open Debates' Executive Director George Farah.

The complaint requests that the FEC prohibit the CPD from staging future corporate-sponsored presidential debates.

"The CPD has sold out the American people; vital issues which need to be examined by the discerning voter have been suppressed," said Paul Weyrich, Chairman of the Free Congress Foundation.

"The major party candidates can openly hold exclusionary and stilted pseudo-debates if they want to, but to do so under the rubric of nonpartisanship is an unacceptable lie that gravely damages our democracy," said Ambassador Alan Keyes.

"Under the CPD's control, presidential debates have devolved into artificial news conferences, where the major party candidates merely recite prepackaged sound-bites and avoid discussing many important issues," said Kert Davies, research director of Greenpeace USA.

"A nonpartisan Citizens' Debate Commission should replace the CPD," said Rob Richie, executive director of the Center for Voting and Democracy.

Open Debates is a non-partisan organization that works to make the presidential debates serve the American people first. Along with over fifty other civic organizations it has established a non-partisan Citizens' Debate Commission, led by 17 national civic leaders, to replace the CPD. The Citizens' Debate Commission will sponsor real presidential debates that are rigorous, fair, and inclusive of important issues and popular candidates.

FEC Complaint: http://www.opendebates.org/news/pressreleases/FEC.html
No Debate: http://www.sevenstories.com/Book/index.cfm?GCOI=58322100234970
http://www.usnewswire.com/
© 2004 U.S. Newswire 202

Source:http://www.g0lem.net/PhpWiki/index.php/OpenDebates?PHPSESSID=8eb39c22d3e353d29f770e028582c286
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Third-Party Candidates in Presidential and Non-Presidential Elections
(Last updated October 1, 2002) 


Third-party candidates have always had a difficult time winning definitive success on the presidential level due in part to a variety of structural and political factors, but have gained some ground in recent years in other kinds of elections. No third-presidential candidate has won any electoral votes since the 1960s, but third-party candidates have won a handful of governorships and other high posts in recent decades. As of early 2002, there were two governors, one Senator, and one member of the House of Representatives who were not affiliated with either the Democratic or Republican parties.

 Presidential Elections and Obstacles to Third-Party Success

 
While most presidential campaigns revolve around the two leading parties' candidates, third-party candidates have been a mainstay of the election season and have sometimes taken on significance in setting the political agenda and even affecting the overall result. Third-party presidential candidates have won more than 5 percent of the popular vote in 13 elections, more than 20 percent in two elections, and some of the electoral votes actually needed to become president in eight elections.


Third parties and third-party candidates cover a wide spectrum; there were at least 13 candidates in the 1992 election, at least 23 candidates in 1996, and at least 17 candidates in the 2000 election, though only Ross Perot and Ralph Nader won more than 1 percent of the popular vote in any of these elections. Nevertheless, they have been grouped loosely by political scientist James Q. Wilson into four categories: (1) ideological parties such as the Socialist Labor Party on one end and the Libertarian Party on the other, (2) one-issue parties such as the still-going Prohibition Party and the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing Party of the 1850s, (3) economic protest parties such as the Populists at the beginning of the 20th century, and (4) factional parties that organize in protest of a major party's presidential candidate. Additionally, a study by Steven J. Rosenstone, Roy L. Behr, and Edward H. Lazarus concluded that prominent third-party presidential campaigns in the 19th century were primarily about an established political party that offered an alternative to the main two parties of the time, and prominent third-party presidential campaigns in the 20th century have been more centered on a particular individual candidate.


Some recent examples of prominent third-party candidates include :

· Ross Perot (Reform Party). A Texas billionaire with no experience in government, Perot captured public attention during the 1992 election for his focus on the budget deficit and his promises to bring his corporate successes to the White House. Perot participated in three presidential debates against Bill Clinton and George H. Bush, and won about 18 percent of the popular vote (studies have shown that Clinton probably would have still won had Perot not run, though Perot did cost Clinton a majority of the popular vote). Perot ran again in 1996 but with less success; he was not invited to participate in the presidential debates between Clinton and Bob Dole, and won about 8.4 percent of the vote.

· Ralph Nader (Green Party). A long-time consumer advocate, Nader first ran in 1996 with a nominal campaign but became a more active candidate in 2000, saying that he was both criticizing the Democratic Party as well as trying to build the Green Party as a viable and stable third-party. Nader won about 2 percent of the popular vote in 2000.

· Representative John Anderson of Illinois (National Unity Campaign). Originally a moderate Republican, Anderson dropped out of the 1980 Republican primary in favor of Ronald Reagan, but continued his campaign as an independent candidate. He participated in one presidential debate with Reagan (Carter refused to debate Anderson), and won about 6 percent of the popular vote.

· Governor George Wallace (American Independent Party). The last third-party candidate to win any electoral votes, Wallace split from the Democratic Party to run a campaign against the extension of civil rights and in favor of the Vietnam War. He had strong results in the South and won 13.5 percent of the popular vote and 48 electoral seats. Wallace subsequently returned to the Democratic Party.

 
Third-party candidates face several obstacles to success. Beyond voters' loyalty to a particular major party and voters' choosing simply to not vote rather than to seek out an alternative, third-party candidates face several structural obstacles, some of which are discussed below.

· Electoral College system. The electoral-college system of voting allocates electoral votes based on the states where one has taken a plurality of the popular vote, so this system disadvantages third-party candidates with a broad base of support and favors those candidates with strong regional support. Thus, Ross Perot could win 19 percent of the popular vote in 1992 without winning a single state or electoral vote, while States' Rights nominee Strom Thurmond took 7.3 percent of the electoral vote in 1948 while winning only 2.4 percent of the popular vote. For more on the Electoral College, go here. Can't.

· Public financing of presidential campaigns. Under the Presidential Public Funding Program, a third-party candidate receives funds for his or her campaign only after proving some success in a presidential election. If a party's candidate wins five percent of the popular vote, that party will receive some post-election reimbursement and then will get some funding automatically in the next election, which is why Ralph Nader of the Green Party wanted to win at least five percent of the vote in 2000 and why Pat Buchanan sought the Reform Party's nomination that same year.
· Ballot access laws. Third-party candidates must establish organizations and efforts to get themselves and their parties on the ballots in most if not all of the states. Minnesota Senator Eugene McCarthy's 1976 independent campaign was noteworthy for successfully challenging many states' ballot access laws, even though he ultimately took less than 1 percent of the popular vote.
· Participation in events such as presidential debates. Since 1988, presidential debates have been organized by the Commission on Presidential Debates, a non-partisan organization that invites candidates to a series of debates based on pre-established criteria. The Commission's criteria has been criticized for setting overly high standards for third-party candidate participation; for example, Ross Perot was invited in 1992 at the request of the Clinton and Bush campaigns, but was not invited in 1996. For more on debates, go here.
· Fears of a deadlock. If no presidential candidate wins a plurality of the electoral vote, then such a presidential election would be decided by the House of Representatives in a special, complicated procedure by which all the newly-elected representatives vote as state delegations, and an absolute majority of state delegations is needed for election. Ross Perot himself raised the possibility of a deadlock to help explain why he briefly decided to drop out of the 1992 presidential election, though he did re-enter subsequently.
Non-Presidential Elections


Third-party candidates have had more definitive success in non-presidential elections, in part because candidates can sometimes win by taking a plurality of the popular vote, rather than having to win a majority of the electoral vote, and because they can focus on a smaller pool of potential voters. Still, there have no more than two third-party governors at the same time since the 1960s, no more than two third-party Senators since the 1940s, and no more than one or two third-party members of the House of Representatives since the 1940s.


As of 2002, before the November elections, the only third party elected officials at high federal or state positions were:

· Federal 

· U.S. Senate (1 out of 100) : James Jeffords of Vermont (who switched from the Republican party to independent status in May 2001, throwing control of the Senate back to the Democratic Party)

· U.S. House of Representatives (1 out of 435) : Bernard Sanders of Vermont.

· State 

· Governors (2 out of 50) : Jesse Ventura (Minnesota Reform Party, Minnesota) and Angus S. King Jr., (Independent, Maine)

· State Senates : only two out of 50 states had any third-party state senators. Maine had 1 out of 35 seats and Minnesota had 3 out of 67; none of Nevada's state senators are party-affiliated.

· State Houses : only five out of 49 states with a state house had any third-party members. Georgia had 1 out of 180 seats, Maine had 1 out of 151, New Hampshire had 2 out of 400, Vermont had 5 out of 150, and Virginia had 2 out of 100. Nebraska does not have a state house.

Sources

Information on the pre-election 2002 partisan composition of the U.S. Senate is available via the Senate on-line here, on the U.S. House of Representatives here, on state governors via the National Governors' Association here, and on state legislatures via the National Conference of State Legislatures here. Steven J. Rosenstone, Roy L. Behr, and Edward H. Lazarus, Third Parties in America (Princeton University Press, 1996, second edition). Selecting the President: from 1789 to 1996 (Congressional Quarterly Inc., 1997). Micah L. Sifry, Spoiling for a Fight: Third-Party Politics in America (Routledge, 2002). Some information on the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections is available via the Federal Election Commission, on-line here.
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