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Útdráttur 

Ritgerð þessi fjallar um „þriðju flokka“ Bandaríkjanna og áhrif þeirra á tveggja flokka kerfi 

landsins. Spurt er hvort þriðju flokkar séu sérstök tilfelli í bandarískum stjórnmálum, eða föst 

breyta sem hægt er að gera ráð fyrir. Farið er yfir kenningar um tilvist tveggja flokka kerfisins 

í Bandaríkjunum. Í kjölfarið verða áhrif þriðju flokka skoðuð og dæmi tekin úr stjórnmálasögu 

Bandaríkjanna. 

Í ritgerðinni er að þeirri niðurstöðu komist að þó þessir flokkar séu jafn mismunandi og 

þeir eru margir, er viðvera þeirra og áhrif í bandarískum stjórnmálum föst breyta og stafar 

tveggja flokka kerfi Bandaríkjanna stöðug ógn af þeim. Vald smáflokkanna er mest þegar 

minnstu munar á stóru flokkunum, en þá berjast þeir stóru hvað harðast gegn því að tapa 

fylgi til smá flokka. Það færir stefnumál litlu flokkanna á dagskrá stóru flokkanna. Þetta hafa 

litlu flokkarnir lært í gegnum árin að nýta sér og er nú svo komið að eiginlegur sigur í 

kosningum er sjaldnast markmið bandarískra smáframboða. Taki stóru framboðin ekki tillit til 

kosningamála litlu flokkanna eiga þeir á hættu að tapa fylgi til þeirra, sem í gegnum tíðina, 

hefur kostað frambjóðendur sigur í kosningum. Einnig eru skoðaðar hindranir sem lagðar eru 

í veg þriðju flokkanna og hvaða áhrif þær hafa haft. 
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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on third parties’ place in American politics and their effect on the two 

party system in the United States. The question of whether third parties are eccentricities in 

American Politics or whether they are a fixed variable will be considered. Theories explaining 

the existence of the two party system in America will also be pointed out. In the wake of the 

theoretical approach, American third parties will be explained in general and the effects of 

these parties then considered viewed with examples from US history. 

In the final chapter, the conclusion is reached that despite third parties coming in a 

variety of shapes and sizes, their presence and effect on American politics is a fixed variable, 

which constitutes a constant threat to the two party arrangement. The power of third 

parties is most when the two major parties equal in public support. That is when they must 

fight the hardest to keep their support from “leaking” to the third parties. It is precisely this 

fight that “places” third party issues on the manifestos of the two major parties. These minor 

parties have learned to utilize this to effect the outcome of US politics. Today, third party 

goals rarely consist of electoral victories, but rather indirectly influencing the politics. If the 

major parties do not respect the issues third parties bring to the marketplace of ideas, they 

risk losing a share of their support to the third parties. This has cost a number of major party 

candidates their victories on Election Day. Finally, a look is taken at threats and difficulties 

facing third parties in America. 
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Prologue 

Over a decade ago I attended a meeting held by the United States Embassy in Reykjavik, 

Iceland. I do not recall much about the meeting but do remember vividly a question I asked 

another attendee later during the reception. It is in fact, a question that I have yet to 

answer: Why is it that there are so many participants in US elections who in reality have no 

chance at all? It is my intent here, to answer this question. 

Special thanks go to my instructor, Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir, who once again proved herself 

as an incredibly dedicated teacher and mentor, my grandparents, Sólon and Jóna, whose 

pointers, comments and suggestions made the thesis a more enjoyable reading for those 

interested, their kind neighbour, Blair Peterson for an extremely thorough and useful 

proofreading of the first draft and finally, professors David Gillespie and Richard Winger, for 

answering mails from a curious student in Iceland. 

The Student Cellar, Stúdentakjallarinn, of course receives my dearest thanks for providing 

me with a place to read, write and play.  

This thesis is my final project for a BA degree in Political Science at the University of 

Iceland. This thesis comprises twelve credits out of the required 180. 
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1 Introduction 

Within the complexity of the American two party system, a miniature model of a multi party 

system exists. The parties seem to surface every few election cycles, making their impact, 

whatever it may be and submerging again, until next time. Third parties in America are a 

fascinating topic of discussion. Their very existence is, to put it plainly, against all odds.   

The two party system is a term actually not conceived until 1911. It does not mean a 

system of total control by two parties, but rather a “system in which two parties are much 

larger than all the other parties.”1 Gillespie goes further by calling the two party system a 

duopoly; and an “enforced two-party system.”2 Gillespie argues that the two major parties of 

the two party system have throughout the decades systematically made life harder and 

tougher for a third party. Can this be true? A quick look at the circumstances will lead to a 

definitively positive answer to this question.  

In this paper the third party effort to gain influence will be examined. This will be done in 

three distinct ways. First, a look at the theories of the two party system as a whole will be 

the focus of Chapter two. Some theories focus directly on the United States, e.g. American 

society or America’s history. Others focus on overall systematic explanations, as Maurice 

Duverger does with his theory known as “Duverger’s Law.” Later the theories will be put to 

test to see if they can be used in explaining the lackluster state of America’s third party 

society.  

Secondly, the third parties as a general political institution will be looked at in Chapter 

three. Various political scientists and historians have sorted American third parties into 

groups ranging from origin and purpose to effect. These classifications are examined in 

depth in the chapter as well as the distinction between an “independent” and a “third 

                                                      

 

 

 

1
  Winger, Richard. Richard Winger's daily blog. June 30, 2008. http://www.ballot-access.org/2008/06/30/maine-

democrats-sue-secretary-of-state-to-get-independent-senate-candidate-off-the-ballot/ (accessed April 9, 

2013). 
2
  David J. Gillespie, Challengers to Duopoly, (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2012), 1. 
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party.” This will be made clear just as the various origins of America’s many third parties will 

be given attention. 

Chapter four will focus on the third issue at hand, the third parties possibility of having a 

lasting effect on the political landscape, as well as whether their original purposes are met? 

Concepts such as “the spoiler effect,” will be pondered along with the groundbreaking 

effects of third party runs along with the sometimes massive influence third parties have on 

the political agenda, debate and discussion in America. Also the other end of the spectrum 

will be analyzed: why voters vote for third parties? Despite a third party win being virtually a 

statistical impossibility, voters still “waste their” votes for third party candidates. So the 

question must be asked: Is a third party vote, a wasted vote?  

Chapter five examines the dismal conditions third parties that actually manage to 

organize despite Chapter two’s theories of two party superiority, must operate under. 

In Chapter six, various discussion points will be raised. Are the theories expressed in 

Chapter two a sufficient explanation for the two party system and the lack of favorability for 

third parties in America or is it something else? Is it perhaps the points discussed in Chapter 

five, i.e. the man made ones? Is America’s two-party system a systematic, cultural and 

historical inevitability, or do the major party efforts play a part in keeping it that way? Do 

third parties have the effect they are meant to have? 

These questions will all lead to a final discussion point: Considering the theories 

presented in Chapter two and the various other handicaps in Chapter five, are third parties 

merely eccentricities in US politics, or is their sphere of influence a force to be reckoned 

with? 
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2 A Theory in Practice: “Politics of Twos” 

A quick study of American politics might suggest that they “come in twos.”3 It might give the 

impression that US politics consist of two parties, forming on opposite sides of an issue, 

asking the country to vote for either of two candidates. For most of United States history, 

this has been true of the U.S. political system, albeit none of it written in stone. Nowhere in 

the Constitution is the term “political party” written and many of America’s Founding 

Fathers warned their fellow countrymen on the dangers of “factions,” or parties, as they 

would later be known.4 In light of this many have been led to believe that the duality of 

American politics, despite not being mandated anywhere constitutionally, has always been 

inevitable. 

The modern two party system dates back to 1860, when the Republicans became the only 

third party to “make it” on to the big stage with the election of Abraham Lincoln. However, 

for this to happen it took the Civil War and a complete failure of the Whig Party. The 

Republican Party’s rise from third party status was, therefore, not a product of a two party 

system failure, but a continuation of the American two party system without the Whig 

Party.5 

Before the Whigs fought its political fights with the Democrats, the Federalists fought the 

Democratic-Republicans from the early 1790s-1816.6 The Federalists had a bad run for a few 

years which led to the party collapsing thus, bringing forth a short lived one party system 

until the forming of the Democratic Party in 1828 and the Whig Party in 1833.7 

Many theories have been coined to explain the durability of the U.S.’s “accidental” two 

party system. Daniel Mazmanian maintains that the nation’s two party system “stems from 

                                                      

 

 

 

3
  Marjorie Randon Hershey, Party Politics in America, 14th Edition (New York: Longman, 2011), 25. 

4
  Donald J. Green, Third-Party Matters (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2010), 151. 

5
  Frank Smallwood, The Other Candidates: Third Parties in Presidential Elections (Hanover: University Press 

of New England 1983), 38-40. 
6
  L. Sandy Maisel, and Mark D. Brewer, Parties and Elections in America: The electoral process, 6th Edition, 

(Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2012), 25-27. 
7
  Marjorie Randon Hershey, Party Politics in America, 13-17. 
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the nation’s cultural values and electoral institutions.”8 Other scholars have argued that the 

commonality of beliefs prevailing in Americans makes two parties enough to fit all of the 

many and varied political beliefs in America. Among scholars to theorize on this subject is 

Louis Hartz who’s traditionalist ideas maintained that the American two party system was 

not so much a statistical probability stemming from an election system, but more of a 

sociological entity. Clinton Rossiter’s message was that the two great political parties have 

“deliberately blurred their outer edges”9 for the purpose of becoming “vast, gaudy, [and] 

friendly umbrellas under which all Americans are invited to stand for the sake of being 

counted in the next election.”10 Others believe parents are to blame for the two party 

system as they impose their political belief system unto their children, making them out 

from early age to be either a Republican or a Democrat. Parental effects on offspring’s 

political views have been viewed as a fact ever since the publication of the influential book, 

The American Voter.11 Frank Smallwood maintains that this has sought to steady the 

foundations of the two party system.12 The two major parties’ grass roots networks, 

reaching into most universities and colleges in the country give the “get’em while they’re 

young” theory considerable credence. 

Another theorist, known and widely recognized for his research and contributions to 

political science is Maurice Duverger. His theory has a more technical take on how two party 

systems form. His theory, or “Duverger’s Law” as it has become known, deals with the 

effects various election systems have on party systems.  

Various theories have been postulated to explain the two party systems, both around the 

world and in the U.S. The explanations range in nature from mathematical to psychological, 

sociological, cultural, historical and even geographical. However, in discussions on the two 

party system and the reasons behind it, one is most likely to encounter the Duvergian 

                                                      

 

 

 

8
  Daniel A. Mazmanian, Third Parties in Presidential Elections (Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 

1974), 1. 
9
  Frank Smallwood, The Other Candidates: Third Parties in Presidential Elections, 5. 

10
  Clinton Rossiter, Parties and Politics in America (Ithaca: Cornell Paperbacks, 1960), 11. 

11
  Angus, The American Voter (Chicago: John Wiley & Sons, 1960). 110-167. 

12
  Frank Smallwood, The Other Candidates: Third Parties in Presidential Elections, 8-9. 
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explanation of the majority rule, single member district theory explained in the ensuing 

chapter in detail. Other theories are not as much cited, but deserve explanation nonetheless. 

2.1 Duverger’s “Law” 

According to Duverger the “simple-majority single-ballot system favors the two-party 

system.”13 This has become known as Duverger’s Law. The opposite of Duverger’s Law would 

be known as Duverger’s hypothesis, stating that proportional representational (PR) election 

systems rewarded smaller parties and thus, encouraged a multi-party system.14 

Duverger concerned himself with what he termed polarization and depolarization. 

Polarization occurs in the simple majority single member district system when the larger 

parties are rewarded systematically and will thus gain a seat share greater than their 

proportion of votes. Depolarization occurs in PR election systems where the smaller parties 

will more easily gain seats. In PR systems, there is, therefore, a built in systematic stimuli for 

both; the forming of, and voting for, smaller parties.15 

The procedure of forming a two party system was also a focus point of Duverger’s 

research. He maintained that two forces worked together during polarization and the 

systematic development of a two party system. These forces are the mechanical effects and 

psychological effects. The mechanical effects of a simple majority single member district 

election system affect parties via the electoral rules and regulations regarding the 

conversion of votes into seats. Since the distribution of seats is a zero-sum process, over-

representation on one hand will unavoidably lead to under representation somewhere else. 

Psychological effects stem from the “reactions of political actors to the expected 

consequences” of the application of electoral rules and regulations and the consequences of 

the aforementioned mechanical effects.16 They affect party elites as well as common voters. 

Voters will not risk wasting their vote for a “sure loser” and party elites will want to avoid 

                                                      

 

 

 

13
  Maurice Duverger, Political Parties: Their Organization and Activity in the Modern State (London: Methuen 

& Co, 1959). 
14

  Kenneth Benoit, "Duverger's Law and the Study of Electoral Systems," French Politics (Palgrave Macmillan 

Journals) 4, no. 1 (April 2006): 69-83. 
15

  Kenneth Benoit, "Duverger's Law and the Study of Electoral Systems" 
16

  Kenneth Benoit, "Duverger's Law and the Study of Electoral Systems,” 74. 
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being that “sure loser” by forming a party or coalition of parties which can more easily 

compete for a winning chance.17 The fear of the “wasted vote” will definitively benefit the 

two major parties.18 Norman Thomas, a six time presidential contender for the Socialist 

party concluded that:  

The average American voter […] may prefer a minor party candidate, but will cast 

his vote for one of the major party candidates. […] Almost up to election day, he 

may think he will vote for his real preference, a minor party candidate who 

managed to get on the ballot in his state, but then he will decide that he can’t 

take a chance lest that [other] so-and-so get in.19 

 This fear of a wasted vote will ultimately, according to Duverger, lead to the two parties 

competing for as many of these “un-wasted” votes as they can fit “under their umbrella,” as 

Clinton Rossiter put it, at any given time.20  

2.2 The Restraints of Duverger’s Nexus 

As the United States political system is quite distinctly characterized by single member 

districts using plurality elections to select their “members,” Duverger’s hypothesis of a nexus 

between state election systems and the organization of partisan politics in said states does 

well in explaining how the two major parties have come to conquer the political scene in the 

US. It does, however, fail to explain why the “other” or “third” parties, outside the core of 

the two party system have not faded away, as one could easily imagine might have 

happened. In fact, Duverger’s theory of polarization states that this should happen.21 The 

fact of the matter is that Duverger’s Law and any other principles made by him, Key, and 

others, apply to parties actually winning elections, i.e. they do not measure political party 

success in other way. 

                                                      

 

 

 

17
  Kenneth Benoit, "Duverger's Law and the Study of Electoral Systems" 

18
  Frank Smallwood, The Other Candidates: Third Parties in Presidential Elections, 9. 

19
  Norman Thomas, Socialism Re-examined (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1963), 118. 

20
  Clinton Rossiter, Parties and Politics in America, 11. 

21
  Maurice Duverger, Political Parties: Their Organization and Activity in the Modern State. 
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Winning elections is just as much a numerical game as it is a political game and therefore, 

a matter for mathematicians just as it has been a focus of political scientists. American third 

parties do not operate under the purpose and pretense of winning elections. Many reasons 

may exist for third parties operating in the U.S., but winning elections is, without a doubt, 

not high on most parties’ target lists. Duverger does not take into account the various other 

methods and forms of influence minor parties, independent candidates and other 

nonpartisan political groups can inflict on the political scene without actually winning 

elections. Therefore, we can use Duverger’s Law in explaining why “outsiders” do not win 

elections. But to explain their very existence and perseverance, one cannot place too much 

faith in Duverger’s Law or his hypothesis. 

Another fragile point in Duverger’s Law is when all of Duverger’s requirements for a two 

party system are met in one single case, without it leading to the formation of a two party 

system. The United Kingdom, for example, has since May 2010 had a coalition government 

of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats, despite having a single member districts and using 

simple majority election rules.22 Similarly Malta employs multi-member districts with a PR 

election system, resulting in a parliamentary democracy resting on a seemingly stable two 

party system.23 In light of these exceptions from Duverger’s Law the question must be 

raised: Why are there no exceptions in the US? No clear answer exists, but other theoretical 

explanations for the strengths of the two party system do gain credibility in the absence of 

Duverger’s explanations. 

2.3 Other “Fixed Duality” Theories 

Other explanations for the two party system’s strength in America compared to other 

Westminster style election systems, which have almost all had at least a few exceptions to 

their two party systems do exist. Many of them take radically different approaches but all 

lead to the same conclusion of the US having a “fixed duality” in their politics.  

                                                      

 

 

 

22
  United Kingdom Parliament, Her Majesty's Government, March 20, 2013, http://www.parliament.uk/mps-

lords-and-offices/government-and-opposition1/her-majestys-government/ (accessed March 29, 2013). 
23

  Parliament of Malta, Parlament Ta' Malta, http://www.parlament.mt/membersofparliament (accessed March 

29, 2013). 
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2.3.1 The Traditionalist Approach 

One of the various explanations for an American two party system is the social consensus 

theory or the culture theory put forth by, among others, Louis Hartz in his book The Liberal 

Tradition in America.24 The theory maintains that Americans enjoy a consensus among the 

general population on the United States’ foundations, i.e. the Constitution, the institutional 

system and possibly, the two party system. This consensus, Hartz affirms, is stronger than in 

other western democracies.  Marjorie Randon Hershey writes in Party Politics in America 

that in traditional multi party countries such as France and Italy: 

Noticeable segments of the public have favored radical changes in those and 

other basic institutions. They have supported fundamental constitutional change, 

the socialization of the economy, or the disestablishment of the national 

church.25 

Hershey goes on to say: 

Perhaps American politics escaped these divisions on the essentials because 

Americans did not have a history of the rigid class structure of feudalism. 

Perhaps the early expansion of the right to vote in the United States made it 

unnecessary for workers and other economically disadvantaged citizens to 

organize in order to gain some political power. Perhaps it was expanding 

economic and geographic frontiers that allowed Americans to concentrate on 

claiming a piece of a growing pie rather than battling one another. Because the 

matters that divided Americans are secondary, the argument goes, the 

compromises needed to bring them into one of two major parties are easier to 

make.26 

V.O. Key takes a similar approach when he says that the influence of maintaining a two 

party system is the “persistence of initial form.” “The circumstance that happened to mold 

the American party system into a dual form at its inception must bear a degree of 

responsibility for its present existence.” He goes on to say that in pre-constitution America, 

                                                      

 

 

 

24
  Louiz Hartz, Liberal Tradition in America, (San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Company 1955). 

25
  Marjorie Randon Hershey, Party Politics in America, 35. 

26
  Ibid 
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the political categories available were aye or nay and “as party life began to emerge under 

the Constitution, again the issue split the country into two camps.”27 

If there really is a consensus about core values in the United States, parties who enter the 

political field and do not hold these values will have automatically doomed themselves to 

the periphery of US politics.28 

2.3.2 Self-Preservation Theories 

Another possible explanation for the resiliency of America’s two party system is more 

pragmatic in nature. The self-preservation instincts of political parties are indeed possible 

factors in maintaining the two party system. When two parties stand to divide a nations rule 

almost entirely from top to bottom amongst themselves, there must be considerable 

incentive for them to manage in their favor any change to the election systems or related 

mechanisms.29 Just as the act of manipulating district borders in favor of a single party or 

“Gerrymandering” is a basic (and very visible) survival tactic of one major party against 

another in the US, why should the two parties not come together in opposition to radical 

change possibly undermining the system their very structure of power and influence relies 

upon? 

2.3.3 Duality Theories 

V. O. Key, Jr., a “duality theorist,” has argued that the “split down the middle” politics of 

the United States are written into the country’s DNA. Key argues that “tension between the 

Eastern financial and commercial interests and Western Frontiersmen” imprinted an 

inerasable mark on the forming of political parties and did so during a vital moment in US 

political history.30 This tension later evolved from the Frontiersmen vs. East Coast 

businessmen arena into the North vs. South debate culminating in the Civil War. Later these 

                                                      

 

 

 

27
  V. O. Key jr., Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups, 5th Edition, (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1942), 

227-228. 
28

  Louiz Hartz, Liberal Tradition in America, 5-14. 
29

  Marjorie Randon Hershey, "Third Parties," In Law and Election Politics, by ed. Matthew J. Streb, 23-42 

(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2005), 23-42. 
30

  Marjorie Randon Hershey, Party Politics in America, 33. 
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“debate points” were focused on urban-rural divisions as well as ones of socioeconomic 

nature and even of ethnicity.31 Today we know these divisions as the “pro-life vs. pro-

choice” debate, or the “green vs. big business” debate. The largest debates in the United 

States seem to fall rather quickly into the classic trenches of a two party America. Of course 

this could also be an effect of the two party system, not a cause of it. However, seeing as this 

“duality of issues” seems to be older than the two party system itself (federalists vs. 

antifederalists), coming to the conclusion of it being a cause of the two party system and not 

a product of it, seems more reasonable.  

2.3.4 The Primary Effect 

Leon Epstein has identified a tendency that can hardly be blamed for the making of the two 

party system, but surely has an effect of maintaining it. The open primaries of the two major 

parties have, according to Epstein, the effect of luring in and settling political differences 

within parties, eliminating the need to form third parties. Although hard fights held within 

parties at the primary level have led to the breaking away of certain figures to either run 

independently or form third parties, on the whole, Epstein argues that primaries prevent 

third parties from forming.32 This is especially true in districts, areas, or states where one of 

the two parties has proven much stronger historically. Without democratic and open 

primaries, a scenario with one party always winning the general election, the overall political 

scene would not look very democratic and quickly prompt the forming of a another (third) 

party.33  

The mainstream media tends also to focus on the two major parties during the primary 

season. Much less focus is given to any primaries possibly being held within the minor 

parties. This will unavoidably add to the public’s notion of living in a “two party world,” 

lending third parties an “aura” of externality. 
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2.3.5 The Parental “Problem” and Socialization Theories 

Some blame parents for the two party status quo. It is seldom debated that political thought 

and perspective comes from the various institutions children adhere to in their years of 

social and cultural “molding.” Parents, therefore, instill their political beliefs, whether this is 

done consciously or not, it happens.34 Children are also taught from a very early age that 

there are really only two parties to choose from, so come voting age. Not many kids are ever 

told or taught about third party options in U.S. politics. Or as J. David Gillespie put it, “more 

children would be learning to devote themselves to the Libertarians or Greens if there were 

more Greens or Libertarians to teach them.”35 

2.4 Summary 

The most popular explanation for the American two party system is probably Duverger’s 

Law, yet, there are other reasonable explanations. Duverger explained how the single 

member districts of American elections with a majority rule election system leave the 

American electorate little choice other than that between the two big parties and leave the 

smaller parties wishing they were one of the “big two.” 

Other explanations take a very different approach. Traditionalist theories state that the 

existence of a stronger social consensus in the U.S. than in other western democracies 

makes a two party system acceptable. Self-preservation theory states that the two great 

parties of America do what they can to protect their status from potentially harmful 

constitutional changes or other equally effective alterations to the election system. Duality 

theories explain an inbuilt or “fixed duality” in American political issues making the need for 

third parties minimal. Theorists have also explained the two party systems social 

acceptability by pointing to the rather open party primaries giving disgruntled party 

members a platform to voice their grievances without resorting to the formation of a third 

party. Finally there is an argument for the instillment of the two party system into the minds 
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of young Americans who are raised to believe that their third choice consists of no vote at 

all, rather than voting for a third party. 

In conclusion, there are various theories for the two party system. They are 

mathematical, psychological, sociological, cultural, historical and even geographical in 

nature. These theories do well in explaining how the two party system has survived, 

however, third parties have still thrived within this system. Why and how third parties exist 

are the questions that still need examination.  
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3 The “Others” 

The term “third party” is synonymous with a person, group or entity not primarily involved in 

a situation. In American politics it refers to a political party other than the two major parties 

of the American political party system. The term is also used in a legal context dealing with 

persons outside the main dispute. 

Considering the two rather different meanings put into the words, it shouldn’t be difficult 

to see how a political “third party,” can be seen as either an “outsider,” or an “other” party. 

This remains the fact despite the U.S. system being in no way founded on the principle of 

two parties.36 In fact, the two major political parties today, the Democrats and the 

Republicans have only dominated the political scene for a century and a half or since 1860, 

when the Republican Party conquered the Whigs and became the Democrats’ top contender 

for decades to come. Political scientist and historian Clinton Rossiter wrote in his classic 

Parties and Politics in America: “[…] we live under a persistent, obdurate, one might almost 

say tyrannical, two-party system. We have the Republicans and we have the Democrats, and 

we have almost no one else […].”37  

From the founding moments of the United States, the political scene has always been 

easily dividable in two major parties or factions as George Washington called them in his 

farewell address 1796. He said: 

In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as a matter 

of serious concern, that any ground should have been furnished for 

characterizing party by geographical discriminations […] To the efficacy and 

permanency of your Union, a Government of the whole is indispensable […] Let 

me now take a more comprehensive view, and warn you in the most solemn 

manner against the baneful effects of the spirit of party.38 
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Whatever President Washington had hoped to achieve with his warnings, they were 

already at the time of his farewell speech, in vain.39 Parties were already forming and during 

the country’s third presidential election in the year 1796, Thomas Jefferson, then Secretary 

of State, became Vice-President to John Adams, his political adversary.40 Four years later or 

in 1800, Adams lost to both Aaron Burr and Thomas Jefferson who tied for first place. Under 

the constitution the election was thrown to the House of Representatives where Thomas 

Jefferson became the third President of the United States.41 Four years after this and eight 

years after a split in the party affiliations of the President and Vice-President, an amendment 

was passed guaranteeing the two heads of the executive branch to come from the same 

party. It was the 12th amendment and forever sealed the “two party system deal.”42 From 

now on, a President and Vice President would come from the same party in all cases, except 

where the House and Senate would chose the two heads of the executive branch in case of a 

tie in the electoral college. An electoral college tie has however, not happened since the 

Jefferson/Burr tie of 1800.  

The ensuing elections marked the beginning of the classic two party fights for the Chief 

Executive Office, which has defined U.S. politics until today. In the late 18th and early 19th 

century, the Federalists and Antifederalists were the modern day Republicans and 

Democrats, although their names were formally the Democratic-Republicans (antifederalists) 

and The Federalists. This arrangement ultimately gave birth to the first “third party” the 

Anti-Masonic Party.43 The Anti-Masons organized themselves into a political party as a 

reaction to the Masonic fraternity’s alleged “antidemocratic views and its so-called secret 

rituals.”44  

                                                      

 

 

 

39
  Roy F. Nichols, The Invention of the American Political Parties (London: Collier-Macmillan, 1967), 199-214.  

40
  National Archives, Historic Election Results, Elections 1800, http://www.archives.gov/federal-

register/electoral-college/scores.html#1800 (accessed April 1, 2013). 
41

  Ibid. 
42

  National Archives, Constitutional Amendments 11-27, http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/constitution 

_amendments_11-27.html (accessed March 31, 2013). 
43

  David A Epstein, Left, Right, Out: The History of Third Parties in America (New York: Arts and Letters 

Imperium Publishing, 2012), 23-29. 
44

  Earl R Kruschke, Encyclopedia of Third Parties in the United States (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 1991), 33. 



  

 23 

Since the formation of the Anti-Masonic Party, third parties have numbered in the 

hundreds. They have been long-lived and short-lived, they have done well in elections and 

they have done poorly, they have seen candidates come and go and some were even made 

simply to serve a single candidacy. Third parties have been a part of American politics in one 

way or another, albeit often, a neglected part. 

3.1 The many shapes of the “third party” 

The term “third party” is not always the most practical general term for this subject, but on 

the other hand, neither is “independent,” another much used term in media coverage. 

Independent implies independence mainly from the two parties but also from any and all 

political parties. But members of large third parties are not always independent for they are 

of course members of their own party.  Independent candidates ride their election cycle 

without any party affiliation while minor candidates are affiliated with minor parties. Minor 

parties are here defined as being any party that is neither the Republican nor Democratic 

Party.45 

In the course of the 20th century political party history, the line between party and 

independent has blurred somewhat. Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus have identified a 

chronological breaking point of third parties vs. independents.46 They state that the 19th 

century was a century of third parties resembling actual political parties as they are known in 

other western democracies, with a party infrastructure resembling the “big two,” and often 

times nominating candidates for numerous offices on many levels of government. The 

successful “thirds” of the 20th century, however, were parties formed around single 

candidates not nominating anyone else or focusing a lion’s share of their efforts on their 

signature candidate.47 Theodore Roosevelt’s, Robert La Follette’s and Henry Wallace’s 

Progressive parties, Strom Thurmond’s States Party, George Wallace’s American 

Independent Party and Eugene McCarthy’s Independent Party are all a testament to this 
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statement.48,49 The year of Theodore Roosevelt’s independent run as a Progressive in 1912 

marked the first time a candidate nominated a party but not the other way around where a 

party nominates a candidate, one or more.50  

Minor parties are formed for all sorts of reasons and independents indeed also have their 

various reasons for running. V. O. Key has classified the minor parties into two categories, 

onto which a third has been added.51 They are, “the continuing doctrinal parties,” the “short-

lived parties” and the third is the “non-national significant other.”52 Marjorie R. Hershey 

takes a different approach when categorizing third party America. She simply states that the 

third parties differ in two areas: ideology and origin.53 

3.1.1 Minor Parties: Their differences 

“Most minor parties are formed around a single issue or ideology, but differ in the scope 

of their commitment.”54 Many American third parties have been formed around cultural or 

racial issues. Such was the case with the Black Panther Party in the 1970s, which advocated 

the militant liberation of African Americans from what they called “colonial status.”55 Others 

have been formed around single particular issues like the American Vegetarian Party, which 

advocated vegetarianism. Their founders ran for President and Vice-President in the late 

50’s with a platform including a ban of meat consumption and the forbidding of farmers to 

spend more than a fifth of their efforts on raising animals for slaughter.56 The largest third 

party today, the Libertarian Party takes a harder stance on the role of government, believing 

in a smaller role than both the Republican and Democratic Party.57 These are all ideological 

parties or the “continuing doctrinal parties.” They are parties that have not “gone populist” 
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and remained true to their ideological doctrine never giving into the temptation of gaining 

more than their usual percentage point, give or take.  

Some parties were formed around a single candidacy. Alabama Governor George 

Wallace’s American Independent Party (AIP) was such a party. The movement was largely 

run from the Governor’s mansion in Montgomery and nominated the governor for President 

in 1968. That year, according to Donald J. Green, Wallace became “modern America’s most 

influential loser.”58 The AIP received 13.5% of the vote even managing 46 electoral votes. 

Four years later Wallace refused the AIP nomination after an assassination attempt during a 

campaign event for what would have been Wallace’s second presidential bid for the party. 

Despite the party nominating a candidate, his refusal and withdrawal from the party left it 

for dead. That year the American Independent Party received 1.3% of the vote, down from 

13.5% four years earlier, thus proving that it was never more than an election apparatus 

built and maintained solely for the charismatic personality of candidate, George Wallace.59  

This was a party that originated within the Democratic Party from where Wallace would 

launch his gubernatorial campaigns, and only lived as long as it had George Wallace to 

serve.60 

The origins of minor parties also vary greatly. Some were imported parts of a global 

movement, such as the socialist parties of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Others were 

“home-grown” apparatuses of social protest.61 Yet others were splinters from the two big 

parties.62  

Minor parties also differ in their purpose. Some parties are formed to participate in 

elections, but not to win. They are simply tools of raising awareness and in many instances 

made to serve a single cause. Most of these parties are short lived, but some are still alive 

and well, probably planning their participation in the next election. The Prohibition Party is 

an example of the latter. The party has participated in almost every presidential election 
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since 1872 without a single compromise to its manifesto despite never having received more 

than 2% of the popular vote. That was in the year 1892.63 Many more strictly ideological 

parties have presented themselves on ballots in many states throughout the years simply to 

raise awareness of their cause and gain the respect of their compatriots.64 Other parties are 

serious about winning and to do so present a more populist and widespread manifesto, 

sometimes even going head to head with “the big two.” They infrequently do well do well 

and realistically, at least at present, they seem to hope to hold the balance of power, rather 

than the power itself. 

3.1.2 Independents and “sore losers” 

Independent candidates have also enjoyed the limelight throughout history. In many 

cases these were individuals who had broken away from the traditional two party 

environment because of unfavorable election results. 

Independent candidates are those who run not on a party “ticket,” but do so absolutely 

independently, their names appear on a ballot without a party affiliation and they adhere to 

laws governing candidates, not parties. 

“Sore loser” is a term made to describe candidates who leave the big parties to run 

independently. It is derived from a set of laws nicknamed “sore loser laws.” These laws 

effectively prohibit independent candidates from placing themselves on the ballots in some 

states, or prohibitively restrict ballot access.65 

3.2 The Formation of Third Parties: Who, Why and When? 

As has been previously stated, the two party system is an integrated part of the American 

political world. Children grow up and develop their political minds according to the two party 

system at hand.66 Maisel and Brewer state that “most Americans have developed a strong, 

long-term commitment to one or the other of the major political parties, and this 
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commitment is a most significant guide to voter behavior.”67 Voting for a third party is 

therefore an extraordinary act for most Americans entailing a violation of the citizen’s 

imprinted loyalty. “Citizens must repudiate much [of] what [they have previously learned]” 

and trot unfamiliar territory, even “enduring ridicule and harassment” along with the steep 

costs of familiarizing themselves with the plethora of third parties available in any given 

election.68 Not to mention the fact that they must accept the fact that their vote will almost 

surely be “wasted.”69 

Voting for a third party is, therefore, not so much a choice to vote for “a third,” as it is a 

choice to neglect the “big two.”70 So for a citizen to “go third,” putting it in layman terms: 

“something must be up.” The questions at hand are therefore, who runs for public office 

under a third party banner and why? And who votes for such a candidate and why? 

Candidates tend to run under a third party label when voters are ready to vote for a third 

party. So the next question would have to be, when does this happen?  

3.2.1 Who, Why, When? 

Given that politicians are rational actors weighing the costs of running for public office 

against the benefits before acting on an impulse, a good answer to the question of why the 

run, might simply be that politicians go for it when there is something in it for them. But 

what does that entail? How do candidates who stand no chance of winning, define victory?  

It is an old truth in politics that parties tend to nominate those that the party believes will 

garner the most votes and lead the party to victory. Victory in politics is the ultimate first 

prize, cherished, wished for and sought after by all politicians. The problem is, the term 

“victory” is ill defined, and even more so when dealing with third parties. Even former 

President Theodore Roosevelt said about his independent run in 1912 in personal 
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correspondence to a friend: “Do not get the idea in your head that I am going to win this 

fight, it was a fight that had to be made and there was no alternative to my making it.”71 

So victory is not a prime motivator for candidates to run, seeing as any rational candidate 

ought to realize his chances for victory could not possibly outweigh the cost of running. The 

costs of running are making oneself a public figure, money and of course, time. Yet there is 

no shortage of prestigious candidates running for office. What are candidates seeking to 

accomplish by running and what is a victory in their minds? Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 

sum this question up in their book Third Parties in America: 

Some run to promote important issues, others to establish themselves as 

incontrovertible political forces, and still others to seek revenge or vindication in 

their fight for a political cause. A few may even believe, if only for a fleeting 

moment, that they can win. But, regardless of a candidate’s specific goal, the 

only way he can hope to achieve it is by winning votes.72 

Furthermore, they maintain that the level of prestige of a candidate strongly affects the 

amount of votes a single candidate can garner, and thus, affects the likelihood of the 

candidate running for office.73 They also state that candidates view a minor party “a path of 

last resort.”74 Since voters tend to view a third party with similar eyes, they answer the 

question of why candidates run for third parties, by asking why candidates bolt from the 

major parties. Given that the candidates see a chance for them to garner votes in their third 

party setting, at least two reasons should be mentioned for them leaving the major parties. 

First, major party deterioration, when major parties fail to represent a large issue within a 

single constituency or minority group. Second, economic failure that voters relate to the 

major parties economic governance. Third, when a divisive nominating procedure has left 

one or both of the major parties in ruins leaving the losers faction in discontent.75 The bigger 
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the faction, the richer the ground is for a third party run.76 A particularly long and hard 

nominating procedure will almost always leave sores within a political party. This is one 

reason why parties have been moving their primaries and caucuses up the calendar, leaving 

them more time to piece together a splintered party.  Considering this, it is probably not a 

coincidence that Barack Obama’s most visible campaign partner in the presidential elections 

of 2008, turned out to be his former challenger’s husband, Bill Clinton.77 

Despite all these reasons for a third party run, it really always comes down to the single 

condition of how many votes will a candidate garner. So we look at why voters vote for a 

third party. 

The two party tradition in America seems so strong, that an unspoken pact is easily 

imaginable between voters and the two big parties. They will choose between either of the 

two big parties, and one of the two big parties will provide the benefits voters expect. When 

one party fails to comply with the voters’ expectations, the other party will garner more 

votes in the next election cycle, ousting the failed party and giving it time to rejuvenate 

itself. But what happens when both parties fail at the same time? Citizens can do two things. 

Sit the election process out until one or both parties have gotten their act together, or vote 

for a third party.78  

Best and Lem showed that support for third party candidates in U.S. gubernatorial 

elections is related to the competition mounted between the two major parties. When the 

competition is fierce and the two party vote difference is less than 5%, the fertility of third 

party ground increases. As the competition decreases, so does the foundation for a third 

party run. As major party competition fades away, so does a third party’s chance. It is only 
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when major party competition is all but completely erased, that the ground again becomes 

suitable for a third party.79 

A candidate politically unattractive to voters will definitely garner more votes than an 

“unattractive” candidate and vice versa, i.e. an unattractive candidate in one or both major 

parties will repulse voters into the hands of the third parties.80 Or as Rosenstone, Behr and 

Lazarus put it: “[…] third parties are the path of last resort. Voters first look over the 

Democrats and the Republicans; they consider other alternatives only if they are dissatisfied 

with these choices.”81 It is also worth contemplating the fact that various factors prevent 

third party voting at all from happening, e.g. major party allegiance or structural barriers 

such as the ballot design and ballot restrictions.82,83 Party allegiance is a considerable factor 

in American politics. People who spend time working within parties or have themselves or 

had family members participate in elections are much less likely to abandon their party. The 

two big American parties have during their one and one half centuries worth of activities 

amassed a giant base which is very unlikely to abandon the parties during elections, and 

even less likely to vote for someone else. These voters would rather sit out an election than 

vote for any other party. Ballot restrictions are also a considerable factor. They have grown 

immensely and are now considered almost anti-democratic.84 

What can be called a rather humorous explanation for third party support brings 

attention to Don Quixote of La Mancha. While some people feel the “bandwagon effect,” 

which attracts sufferers to a winning candidate or cause, others “suffer” from the “Don 

Quixote effect,” finding themselves attracted to lost causes. They “find significance in a 

vision that stands no chance of fulfillment.”85 The Don Quixote effect is one of two utilitarian 
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explanations for third party support, the other being the “big fish in a little pond” syndrome. 

Gillespie writes: 

Think how much easier it would be to attain a position of third-party leadership – 

with a grandiose title like regent, executive director, national chairman, member 

of the central committee, national director, or national leader, or even to found 

a third party – than to find a place as member of the Republican National 

Committee, delegate to the Democratic National Convention, or as a major party 

nominee for an important office. Many people enter politics with egos in need of 

stroking.86 

Simply put: Small fish seem bigger in a little pond. 

3.3 Summary 

As this chapter has shown, candidates run for various reasons. Rational actors will wait for 

the moment when their candidacy is most likely to be successful. Success is measured in 

various ways, but ultimately all of them have to do with getting the most votes. The most 

successful candidates have previously had ties with one of the two large parties but left 

them to form a third party or join a third party movement. Third parties have also changed 

through the centuries. During the founding moments of the U.S. party system, third parties 

were more ideological in nature, transcending the popularity and political shelf life of a 

single candidate. During the 20th century however, the candidates became the parties so to 

speak. Political parties centered more on a single candidate. 

Voters are from the beginning of their political lives classified into one of the two parties. 

It is therefore a momentous breakthrough for most voters to vote for a third party and will 

only happen in extreme cases of disappointment when they feel that both parties deserve 

the punishment of redirecting their vote. 

Throughout history this has been the case of third parties. Despite third parties being a 

“last resort” for voters and candidates alike, they do have a lasting effect on U.S. politics. 
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They have in fact had effects beyond what most people would believe possible with around 

1% average public support. 
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4 The Many Roles of the Third Party 

In the previous chapter the question of why third parties still exist against all odds in the 

United States was discussed. One answer was intentionally left out. Third parties also exist in 

America simply because they have throughout history had an enormous impact on the 

political field. They have incorporated discussion points into the national debate, thus 

shaping the debate and sometimes even leading to legislation. A case can even be made for 

a third party leading the way for the passing of the 18th amendment, establishing prohibition 

of alcoholic beverages in the United States. Third parties have “spoiled” elections earning 

candidates the rather gloomy nickname “spoiler candidates.” Some have served as training 

grounds for future big-party candidates and others have even taken on the noble role of 

taking in splinter groups of unsatisfied big-party members. 

4.1 The “Spoiler Effect” 

Of the many ways third parties influence the political landscape of the United States, the 

spoiler effect is most likely the most visible. The effect presents itself when third party 

candidates manage to get enough votes cast for them to start affecting the outcome of 

elections. It is most common in majority rule election systems with a single winner, i.e. single 

candidate districts. What makes the spoiler effect “amusing” to spectators is that, especially 

in America, the “spoilers” usually “spoil” the elections for the party closest to them 

ideologically. Consider the scenario of two candidates with a clear ideological distinction 

running for the same office and polling very close to each other before the elections. Now 

add a third party that is closer to one party than it is to the other. Odds are that the third 

party will take more votes from the party ideologically closer to itself, thus tipping the odds 

in favor of the other party.87 
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Table 4.1: Alleged Spoiler Candidates in Presidential Elections 

The “spoiler effect” has been shown to affect many elections in U.S. history, even on the 

presidential level. In fact as many as ten third party candidates (table 4.1) have been accused 

of spoiling elections and thus “denying” what, allegedly, would have been a victory of one 
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major party candidate and “throwing” the elections to the other major party candidate who 

would not have won without the third party entry. 

Sometimes the spoiler effects are quite clear in election results. In 2008, the Democratic 

Party won their 60th seat in the Senate after a dramatic recount that took days to complete. 

In that race almost 3 million voters cast their vote. Ultimately, only 225 votes separated the 

two major candidates. The third party candidate, Dean Barkley, received that year 15.15% of 

the vote or 437,505 votes.102 Thus, less than a tenth of one percent (0.001%) of Barkley’s 

voters could have changed the outcome of the elections. Does that make Mr. Barkley a 

spoiler? Despite there being no doubt at all that Barkley’s campaign managed to gain 

enough votes to heavily influence the election, there is no proof that the Republican Party 

would have won. Questionnaires could of course be circulated amongst Barkley’s voters, but 

they will never give us an accurate picture of what would have been. Thus, claiming 

someone to be a spoiler candidate will always be speculative. Corroborating the assumption 

will always be circumstantial and of a “what-if” nature or as Key writes on the subject: 

“Perhaps so; perhaps not. Such calculations rest on assumptions not readily testable.”103 

This was the case in Herron and Lewis’s examination of Ralph Nader’s spoiler effect in the 

presidential elections of 2000. He is generally considered to have siphoned off more votes 

from the Democrats than from the Republicans, leaving the Republicans holding the prize, 

especially in the extremely close Florida race. They, however, found that although Nader did 

take votes that would otherwise have gone to Democrat Al Gore, he also took almost as 

many votes from the Republican George W. Bush. The net gain of votes for Bush was 

therefore, very modest. They did nonetheless conclude that Nader quite possibly did spoil 

the election, but for that to happen an extremely close race was necessary. Since this sort of 
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extremely close competition is very rare, even in American politics, it leads them to conclude 

that third parties rarely have any influence.104 

Since the effectiveness of the potential spoiler rests on a close contest of major parties, it 

is perhaps not an election strategy available in all settings. The effectiveness of this strategy 

rests a great deal on how the major parties function and how the race between the two 

major parties will turn out. So this would lead to the conclusion of third parties being at the 

peak of their influential sphere when the two major parties are polling close to each other. 

This fact poses an ironic dilemma for third parties, for it is only when the two major parties 

are equally strong that the third parties are likely to influence the elections. However, for a 

third party to ever become a major party, one or both of the major parties must suffer 

drastic, long-term deterioration. That would however, at least in the short term, lead to a 

drastic decrease in the influence of third parties in elections. 

It has even been said in the past few election cycles that Democrats have fought to keep 

The Green Party outside the races and off ballots while simultaneously, the Republican Party 

has spent valuable resources keeping the Greens on as many ballots as possible. Similarly, it 

was said after the 2010 elections that fake candidates bearing the “Tea Party” banner were 

spotted, possibly hoping for write-in votes. Except there was never a Tea Party candidacy 

and the Tea Party candidates were allegedly sponsored and directed by local Democratic 

activists.105 Major party candidates and their staff will also try to downplay a possible threat 

of a third party bid, avoiding encouraging a third party movement by giving it the attention it 

thrives on.106 The Indiana based party, The States’ Rights Democrats, did not make it on to 

the ballot due to irregularities on the petition forms. This case made it all the way to a court 

where it was revealed that the States’ Rights petition forms were actually printed in the 

Republican state headquarters.107 
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This goes to show that the only possible route from a third party status to a major party 

status is via the downfall of one of the two major parties. Yet with a widening gap between 

the two major parties, the minor parties simultaneously lose a very effective weapon in their 

political fight: The coercive and tactical use of the spoiler effect. 

4.2 Setting the Agenda 

The “spoiler effect” is linked to another major tool at third party’s disposal: the power to 

“set the agenda.” This “power” comes from the fact that major parties will want to “plug the 

leak” of voters from the major parties to minor parties by making a third party vote, less 

feasible for voters. This a major party can do by taking up an important piece of the minor 

party’s platform giving the minor party considerable influence on the political agenda at 

hand, yet simultaneously relieving them of potential votes in the actual election. In fact, one 

of the most important functions of American third parties is their contribution to the 

marketplace of ideas.108 “Many of the noblest and most far-reaching advances in freedom 

appeared as minor-party proposals years before either major party would touch them.”109 

Civil rights, women’s suffrage, abolition of slavery and child labor, direct elections, the 

modern tax system and desegregation of public schools are a few examples of third party 

contributions. Gillespie’s compilation in table 4.2 illustrates these and others.110 

The compilation in table 4.2 shows that many of America’s most progressive legislative 

leaps had by the implementation of many of them, been on third parties’ agendas for years. 

Table 4.2: Important Issues Presented First by Third Parties 

Issue Third Parties Adoption 

Public transparency; opposition to 
secrecy 

Anti Masonic Party Evolutionary adoption, e.g. the 
Freedom of Information Act (1966, 
later amended) 

Slavery Liberty Party: abolition; Free Soil 
Party, Republican Party (1854): ant 
extension and opposition to 
federal protection 

Emancipation Proclamation (1863) 
and 13

th
 Amendment (1865) 
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Women’s suffrage Prohibition party, Equal Rights 
Party, Greenback Part, Socialist 
Party, National Woman’s Party, 
Progressive Party (1912) 

19
th

 Amendment (1920) along with 
earlier statues in various states 

Free coinage of silver People’s Party, Democratic Party 
(1896) 

Defeated by Gold Standard Act 
(1900); gold standard ended (1933) 

Initiative and Referendum People’s Party, Socialist Party, 
Progressive Party (1912) 

Enacted in some states, never 
nationally 

Direct elections of U.S. senators Prohibition Party, Greenback Party, 
People’s Party, Progressive Party 
(1912) 

17
th

 Amendment (1913) 

Graduated/Progressive income 
tax 

Greenback Party, People’s Party, 
Socialist Party, Progressive Party 
(1912) 

16
th

 Amendment (1913) 

Prohibition (alcohol) Prohibition Party 18
th

 Amendment (1919), later 
repealed by 21

st
 Amendment 

(1933) 

Wages and Hours Greenback Party, People’s Party, 
Socialist party, Progressive Party 
(1912) 

Fair Labor Standards Act (1938) as 
well as earlier labor laws of many 
states 

Government/Public ownership of 
railroads 

People’s Party, Socialist Party, 
Progressive Party (1924) 

Amtrak (1971) 

Abolition of child labor Greenback Party, Socialist Party, 
Progressive Party (1912) 

Keating-Owen Act (1916) and state 
statutes 

Unemployment and disability 
insurance 

Socialist Party Social Security Act (1935), to name 
one of many 

Public works for the unemployed Socialist Party Various federal enactments and 
programs 

Nonracial polity; full participation 
by African Americans 

Greenback Party, People’s Party, 
Communist Party, others 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954 
and Civil Rights Act (1965) 

(Source:  Gillespie, Challengers to Duopoly, 156-157.)  

 

Rosenstone et al. argue in Third Parties in America, that voters only vote for third parties 

in instances of failure within the major parties, an action of last resort. When third parties 

present attractive ideas that are simultaneously ignored by the major parties, third party 

support within the electorate will appear. The major parties, fearful of a potential spoiler 

candidacy within any one of the various third parties or of a successful independent 

candidate, will be compelled to adopt policies it otherwise would probably not have 

done.111,112 In this way, issues that are worth spending time and money campaigning for 
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tend to make it to the spotlight, even if they originate at the third party level, within parties 

with no fighting chance of ever winning an election.113 Gillespie writes:  

A major party, like a sponge, sops up – appropriates or steals – things that have 

value or that pose a threat to the position and the electoral objectives of the 

major party. The more popular an idea or issue put forth by a third party, the 

more likely it is that one of the major parties (one at least) will take it for itself. 

The purpose is, of course, to win over the major party’s electoral coalition all but 

the third party’s most irredeemable loyalists.114 

The third parties role in this “game,” is to test the waters. Their function is to see if the 

issue is something voters consider important, and if so, in what way shape or form. As 

Gillespie rightfully points out in relation to the civil rights issues of the 50’s and 60’s: “Groups 

such as the southern Christian Leadership Conference, the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee were 

the organizational core of the modern civil rights movement. No third party either fostered 

or led that movement […].”115 This is maybe true of more cases than the civil rights 

movement. Professors Ranney and Kendal strike a similar note: “The fact that a minor party 

can be shown to have advocated a particular reform before the major parties took it up […] 

is no indication that the latter took it up because the former advocated it.”116 Even though 

national interest groups may have had more direct influence on the hearts and mindset of 

the general electorate, third parties have a testing tool at their disposal available to none 

other than actual political parties: They can test whether people actually will vote for the 

issue. 

Ralph Nader, Green Party presidential candidate in the 2000 elections, presented one 

such test to the U.S. electorate. Nader had in that election pushed for greater and more 

efficient oversight of the oil industry in America. This push by Nader had not gathered much 
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attention, but that changed with Nader’s rising polling numbers. The Gore campaign, 

mindful of Nader’s pull on the left wing and fearful of Nader’s possible “spoiler,” tacked left. 

The Gore campaign leapt to the left of Nader going after “Big Oil,” and its “strangle-hold” on 

the economy. It promised “promoting more clean energy sources and greater efficiency.” 

With each percentage point gained by Nader, Al Gore sounded more and more like the 

“Green candidate.”117 

Third parties were “pioneers in the conversion of American politics.”118 They have 

conquered the powers available to them at the periphery by mastering the craft of inflicting 

their policies upon the major parties: The power of affecting the content and range of 

political discourse within the United States of America.119  

After studying this kind of influence by third parties in America, historian John Hicks had 

this to say about a vote cast for the third parties: 

Let a third party once demonstrate that votes are to be made by adopting a 

certain demand, then one or the other of the older parties can be trusted to 

absorb the new doctrine. Ultimately, if the demand has merit, it will probably be 

translated into law or practice by the major party that has taken it up […]. The 

chronic supporter of third party tickets need not worry, therefore, when he is 

told, as he surely will be told, that he is “throwing away his vote.” [A] glance 

through American history would seem to indicate that his kind of vote is after all 

probably the most powerful vote that has ever been cast.120 

Whether a vote for a third party is “the most powerful vote ever cast” will not be 

determined here. But considering the enormous policy effects third parties seem to have 

had throughout the years, even taking into account Rossiter’s warning of giving third parties 

too much credit just for speaking the idea first, it is clear that those who voted for third 

parties have in many instances gotten much more than what they bargained for with their 
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vote. Third parties are maybe losers at the polls, but they nevertheless are as well poised for 

history making. 

4.3 Groundbreakers 

Third parties have, in addition to affecting outcomes of elections by swaying the majority 

from one party to another (spoiler effect) and heavily influencing the major parties’ agenda, 

have throughout the ages been groundbreakers. They were not only the first to propose 

various social changes, but were also in many cases the first parties to implement them, thus 

“leading” with a good example. In addition to presenting groundbreaking policy propositions 

to the vast marketplace of ideas in American politics, third parties were among the first to 

nominate minority candidates for high offices. As can be seen in the listing below, this has 

happened numerous times. African American candidates were nominated for President as 

early as 1964 and Vice President in 1932.121 1932 was also the first time an African American 

received a vote for one of the two highest political offices in the United States. 122 Other 

groundbreaking third party candidates should be noted: 

Victoria C. Woodhull, who in 1872 became the first woman to be nominated for 
the Presidency. (Equal Rights Party) 

Samuel Ringgold Ward, Henry Highland Garnet and Frederick Douglas who in the 
1840’s became the first African American party leaders. (Liberty Party) 

Helen J. Scott who in 1912 became the first woman to cast an electoral vote for 
President and Vice President. (Bull Moose Progressive Party) 

James W. Ford, who in 1932, 1936 and 1940 became the first African American to 
receive a popular vote for one of the two highest offices. He was also the first 
African American nominee of an established political party for the vice presiency. 
(Communist Party) 

Charlotta A. S. Bass, who in 1952 became the first African American woman 
nominated for the vice presidency. 

Charlene Mitchell followed in Mrs. Bass’s footsteps and became the first African 
American female nominee for the presidency in 1968. 
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In 1968 and 1976 the People’s Constitution Party and Socialist Workers Party ran 
a “minority-only” ticket, becoming the first to do so. 

The first “woman-only” ticket came in 1884, a gasping 36 years before the 
ratification of the 19th amendment granting all woman a constitutional right to 
vote. Then it was the Equal Rights Party who nominated Belva Ann Lockwood 
and Marietta L. B. Stow. Almost 90 years passed before this happened again, or 
in 1978 (Right to Life Party in New York), and 1980 (Peace and Freedom Party). 

Female and/or minority candidates have been nominated for President by the; 
American Party, America’s Independent Party, Citizens Party, Communist Party, 
Equal Rights Party, Freedom and Peace Party, Green Party, Looking Back Party, 
New Alliance Party, Party for Socialism and Liberation, Peace and Freedom Party 
(4 nominees), people’s Party, Right to Life Party, Socialist Party (2 nominees), 
Socialist Workers Party (six nominees a total of 9 times), Workers League and the 
Workers World Party (4 nominees a total of 7 times).123 

It is also worth mentioning that the two major parties have only twice nominated a 

woman for either of the two highest offices. This happened first in 1984 when Democratic 

nominee Walter Mondane selected Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate and again in 2000, 

when the Republican vice presidential nominee was Sarah Palin. Neither of their candidacies 

was a success. Only one major party has nominated an African American for high office. 

President Barack Obama, nominated in 2008, went on to become the Democratic President 

of the United States and first African American president.  

The groundbreaking actions of third parties in America can in this sense, be viewed as 

“feelers” for the major parties. They test the ground for new ideas and groundbreaking 

proposals, such as nominating an African American or a female. They are ideally suited for 

this purpose since they are not in as hard a competition for votes as the two major parties. 

In other words, they have less to lose and should for that reason alone, be open to new 

ideas. 

4.4 The Traditional Political Party Role 

It is of course possible for a third party to win elections. In these instances the third party is 

no longer a marginal movement. It becomes the main party. In these instances, the role or 
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function of the third party drastically changes. It is no longer the “outsider” with limited 

responsibilities but becomes suddenly a governing party responsible for governing in an 

orderly fashion and taking on a duty that minor parties are not particularly well equipped to 

do. One of these duties is, to name an example, the manning of hundreds of government 

offices with people capable of carrying out official duties and tasks. This has proved 

problematic for many successful minor candidates and would most likely prove very difficult 

for future third party success stories.124 Third party successes will also face a hostile political 

environment as other elected officials will see the third party official as “an anomaly” of 

sorts. This was the case with Jesse Venture, a much cited “third party success story.” He won 

the 1998 Minnesota gubernatorial elections after which he governed the state for one term. 

During the term Gov. Ventura faced a hostile state Congress that gave his policy initiatives 

no attention. Six out of his nine gubernatorial vetoes were even overturned in the state 

House and Senate, a national record.125 

4.5 Summary 

Third parties in America have influenced the political field in various ways throughout their 

existence. Their sphere of influence can roughly be categorized into three parts. First the 

spoiler effects, where they siphon off votes from one party jeopardizing their lead over the 

other major party. Second, their agenda setting power or when a third party agenda or 

manifesto is partly or wholly adopted by a major party in order to hinder votes “leaking” 

from the major parties to a minor, third, party. Thirdly, parties have served as 

groundbreakers which have led the way for minority groups in politics by becoming the first 

parties to nominate Asian Americans, African Americans, Latinos and women both for 

President and Vice President. 
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The third party influence in America has almost always, except in cases of actual electoral 

victory, been indirect or consequential. Their influence is dependent on the major party 

reaction to their existence and is not directly exerted by the third party itself. This has almost 

become a characteristic of third parties in America. In their quest for direct influence, they 

have mastered the art of indirect influence.  
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5 Keeping “the Outsiders” Out 

Despite the various theories explaining the development of the two party system, detailed in 

Chapter two, more technical, systematic and man-made reasons are frequently used to 

explain the sustainment and durability of the two party system. Although these reasons 

could hardly be used to explain the conception of the two party system, they should be 

mentioned as a possible reason for maintaining it. These reasons are a product of the two 

party system and maintain the two party system by keeping the outsiders at the periphery. 

Shown in this chapter are the most noted reasons for third party lack of success. They can 

roughly be categorized into (a) Legal Barriers, and (b) Unnatural Handicaps. 

5.1 Legal Barriers 

Before 1884, voting did not take place in voting booths and votes were not written on 

ballots. Up until the late 19th century, voting took place with “tickets” not ballots. 

Furthermore, these tickets were prepared and printed by the political parties, not the states 

and usually printed in distinct shapes and colors, listing only the party’s candidates. This left 

voters no choice but to vote for a single party’s whole range of candidates. “Party workers 

peddled out their ballots […] at polling stations on election day. The voter would choose one 

of the tickets and drop it in the ballot box – an act not commonly performed in secret.” 

Voters could easily be identified by anyone, unavoidably tainting any legitimacy of the 

election. This also made it difficult for voters to vote for a “split ticket,” i.e. voting for 

candidates from two or more parties at once.126 

This system was the norm until the entry of the Australian ballot.127 In this new system, 

which remains in place today, a voter receives an official ballot, prepared by the state and 

listing all parties running a candidate for office, he then marks the ballots and casts it 

secretly. This new system of the state printed ballot opened the door to a new question of 

who should be allowed to put their names on the ballot. Everyone? The “big two?” Who 
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should decide?128 This led to the construction of a “maze of cumbersome regulations and 

procedures” making it almost prohibitively difficult for minor parties and independents to 

run for office.129  

5.1.1 Ballot Access Restrictions 

Chief among third party constraints are ballot access restrictions. They come in all forms, 

shapes and sizes forming the aforementioned “cumbersome maze.” Because states control 

elections, they also control election laws governing elections. This has led to not one, but 52 

sets of election laws, one for each state, one for the District of Columbia and finally, a, very 

hefty set of federal election laws. All states have felt the need to restrict ballot access in one 

way or another, yet none of them have gone the same way or coordinated their legislation 

efforts in any way.130  

The first hurdles third parties must face to get their name on the ballot are the petition 

signature requirements. The requirements are different from state to state and district to 

district. This leaves a presidential candidate with at least 51 different petition requirements 

to fulfill (the 50 states plus the District of Columbia). The signatures needed to qualify range 

from tens to the hundreds of thousands. Filing fees can also be a hurdle, ranging from tens 

of dollars to thousands. There are also filing date requirements, which are 36 different days 

for the 51 different filing areas. As if this wasn’t difficult enough for minor parties, the major 

parties have constructed a system that can only be seen as a system of double standards, 

where minor parties have to fulfill even stricter requirements than the major parties. 

Sometimes the major parties are even exempt from requirements still assigned to minor 

parties. In Illinois, “established party” candidates need only 600 signatures to run a U.S. 

House race, while independents and “new party candidates” will need 5,000.131 In Indiana 
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the difference is even greater. While the major party signature requirement is a fixed 4,500 

signatures in Indiana, minor party candidates need to collect a staggering 34,194 

signatures!132  

Despite these injustices in the states of Indiana and Illinois, among others, it is important 

to note that ballot access restrictions were not established out of spite alone. As has been 

shown in various court cases, the purpose of these laws was from the very start to “avoid 

voter confusion from crowding on the ballot with “frivolous” candidates […].”133 Daniel J. 

Lee’s hypothesis in his empirical study on the subject of ballot access restrictions finds that 

that despite the costs of laying high ballot access restrictions on minor parties, this may end 

in a great benefit for all parties, even the minor parties. He concludes that these restrictions 

have a twofold effect on minor parties. It makes it harder for them to gain access onto the 

ballot in the first place, but those who do “make the cut,” will do better in the general 

election as they gain a seat “at the grown ups’ table.” He also mentions that the higher the 

requirements, the higher the quality of third parties, which would in turn lead to an increase 

in voter trust towards third parties as a whole. This he calls “the Quality Effect.”134 

Throughout the 20th century no third party candidate except George Wallace managed to 

collect enough signatures to gain ballot access in all 50 states. Gov. Wallace did so with 

much help from the Supreme Court, where he ended up fighting for his place on the ballot in 

many states.135 

5.1.2 Campaign finance laws 

Campaign finance laws, namely the 1971 Federal Election Campaign Act, have since their 

passing and amending in 1974 provided the major parties huge lump sums of cash for their 

campaigns.136 Of the $239 million dollar payout during the 2000 elections, less than $20 

million went to third party candidates. The Democrats and the Republicans split the 
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remainder public funding amongst themselves.137 The whole system heavily favors the two 

major parties with features like matching funding which gives parties one dollar for each 

dollar raised on their own. Even with the thresholds and limits in place, this means that 

major parties will always receive enormous amounts from the government, while third 

parties, will receive much less disproportionally so.138 Adding to this, the only automatic 

requirement for receiving funds before the November elections, is receiving 5% of the total 

vote in the previous elections.139 Campaign election laws are quite clearly tailored to fit the 

two major parties. A Utah public attorney even admitted in a 1968 court case that Utah 

legislation specifically targets minor parties, citing the public’s need for a healthy two party 

system.140 

5.1.3 Anti-fusion/Sore-loser Legislation 

The third legal barrier constructed is a wall of anti-fusion and sore-loser laws. Sore loser laws 

bar candidates who previously competed in a major party’s primary from running as an 

independent or for a third party.141 Early filing deadlines effectively accomplish the same 

thing, but some states have nevertheless chosen to make it clear in their legislation that sore 

losers are not to run for office. The U.S. Supreme Court has furthermore upheld sore-loser 

laws giving them legal effect and legitimacy throughout America.142 

Anti-fusion laws serve a similar purpose, going at it in a different way. It limits the 

cooperation of political parties in relation to election by banning two or more third parties 

from forming a coalition and running for office as a single party. As of 2012, only eight states 

have not placed stringent limits on the cooperation of political parties. These laws only serve 

the needs of the two major parties.143 
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5.1.4 Debate Access 

Debates have long been a venue of decision making for Americans. After each televised 

presidential debate the poll numbers tend to swing to the candidate who is generally 

considered to have “won” the debates. This happened in the last debate (Romney-Obama), 

just as it happened years earlier in the first televised presidential debate (Nixon-Kennedy, 

1960). The debates opinion swaying power brings front and center the question of which 

candidates should be “allowed” to debate. 

From 1976 to 1988, the League of Women Voters oversaw debate preparations and 

decision-making. In October 1988 the League split from the debate preparations, leaving the 

job to the newly formed Commission on Presidential Debates, a bipartisan commission 

controlled by the two major parties. The League’s farewell words stated that it would “not 

be a partner in […] the major parties’ goal of transforming the debates into fraudulent, 

stage-managed charades.”144 They also spoke of the perpetration of “a fraud on the 

American voter.”145 Since then, a third party candidate has only once been invited on to the 

debate stage. That was Ross Perot in 1992. His debate performance is widely considered to 

have bolstered his support from the electorate laying ground to his massive support on 

Election Day.146  

After Perot’s performance in 1992, the Commission set new rules in 2000 requiring 

participating candidates to have received at least 15% in five consecutive national polls in 

late September.147 This is a remarkably prohibitive rule seeing as only three parties since the 

Civil War have received as much as 15% in the general election.148 It is also widely 

considered an unfair act because many third party success stories avow their success at the 

polls to the televised debates. Jesse Ventura was polling at little over 10% when he first met 
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the major party candidates in a televised debate. “Three debates later […] he was at 21%.”149 

Ventura’s said of the occasion: “I was allowed to debate. I proved that you could go from 10 

percent to 37 percent and win if you’re allowed to debate. Rest assured these two parties 

don’t want to ever see that happen again.”150 Ventura was probably right, since the reasons 

behind both his acceptance and that of Perot’s in the 1992 presidential debates were far 

from “democratic” in nature. President Bush, believing that Perot would hurt Democrat Bill 

Clinton more than himself in 1992, refused to debate Clinton without Perot at the table, a 

serious tactical mistake on Bush’s part.151 

5.2 (Un)natural Handicaps 

When all is said and done, smaller parties are in fact weaker parties and must come to terms 

with themselves operating with various handicaps. They have a weaker party infrastructure 

in many ways due to campaign finance laws and they are less likely to be covered by the 

media. In addition, their historic unlikeliness to win an election will not help them in gaining 

more media attention. Also, they tend to generate weaker candidates, since prestigious 

candidates would rather go with a major parties. Finally – once they start doing well in the 

polls, they automatically incur the wrath of at least one of the two major parties that will 

subsequently try to neutralize this “outside threat.” 

Third party infrastructure is in almost all instances much weaker than that of the major 

parties. While the major parties will have fund raising operations in place years ahead of 

elections, third parties may not even manage to stage such an operation during the election 

cycle. Some even amass enormous debt relying on post-election handouts to pay it off. This 

will lead to the major parties grossly outspending the minor ones as they have in previous 

elections.152  
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Minor parties also have to face the fact that they will have “slimmer pickings” when it 

comes to picking a nominee, while major parties will have an abundance of nominees to 

choose from. This will lead to minor parties generally running less qualified and less known 

candidates with poor track records and little political experience. Rosenstone et al. assert 

that 97.2% of major party candidates (72 in total) have held a position of President, Vice 

President, Senator, Congressman, Governor, military General or Cabinet Secretary. On the 

other hand, less than 20% of the minor party candidates had a similar background.153 

This mixture of weaknesses will lead to a much less interesting campaign to follow, 

unavoidably leading to drainage of media attention. Sometimes, however, it is not the lack 

of media attention, it is rather the focus of the media. After the Anderson presidential 

campaign in 1980 revealed that it had money problems and would have to cut a few 

campaign stops from the schedule, the media, which had previously handled Anderson with 

“silk gloves,” focused almost solely on the negative aspects of his campaign. By the end of 

the campaign the headlines read: “humorless,” “campaign sputtering,” and “fuzzy.” 

Anderson’s campaign was effectively finished.154 

5.3 Summary 

The biggest obstacles facing new or minor parties in America are ballot access restrictions. 

Petition requirements vary greatly from state-to-state. Examples include the number of 

signatures needed, signature due dates, the collection manner of the signatures and 

collection dates, the residency of signators and rules potentially disqualifying signators from 

future actions. The 20th century trend has been, since the adoption of the “Australian 

ballot,” to harden ballot access requirement and further restriction of third party 

possibilities. 

While public funds tend to flow to the major parties, minor ones are left with a 

disproportionally low public funding. Added to this, a weaker state of readiness for elections 

due to fewer “hands on deck” and a weaker infrastructure, a serious third party threat is 
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difficult to amass. A possible way to deal with this disadvantage would be for minor parties 

to work together, but anti-fusion laws prevent this. The lack of funding makes promoting a 

third party candidate very difficult. Campaigning costs enormous sums in advertising, leaving 

third party “name-recognition” efforts at the mercy of the media and of bipartisan debate 

commissions. The press has chosen largely to ignore third party candidates and the 

Presidential Bipartisan Campaign Commissions has allowed only one third party presidential 

candidate to enter the debates in the last 30 years. One way for third parties to gain media 

attention and name recognition would be to harness voter dissatisfaction over major party 

primary results by sponsoring an ousted primary candidate. Sore-loser provisions, however, 

prevent this. 

It is therefore, quite difficult to imagine how third party candidacies have actually come 

into existence. It is clear that the efforts required, make it most unlikely.  
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6 Conclusion 

This thesis’ purpose was to examine whether third parties in America stand to serve a 

specific purpose or whether they are mere eccentricities, a non-factor in the political history. 

It has shown that despite even though the efforts to keep third parties outside the two party 

arrangement have succeeded in many ways, third parties have managed to adapt 

themselves to a life at the periphery and learned to exert considerable influence from the 

“outside.” This being a relatively shallow examination considering the topic at hand and 

shortage of space for discussion and deliberation, numerous points are naturally left without 

the attention they deserve.  

However, the thesis did serve its purpose in explaining and proving that third parties can 

exert considerable influence in U.S. politics. It did so by numerating the difficulties facing 

third party challengers, by illuminating the two party system and theories the system can 

base its existence on and finally by considering what methods third parties use to exert 

influence.   

As discussed in Chapter two, various theories have been used to explain America’s two 

party system. However, as shown in Chapter five, various methods have been utilized to 

deny any third party efforts throughout America’s two-century-old two party arrangement. 

The term “two party system” is key issue here. First, one must realize that the original 

coiners of the term meant not a system where only two parties operate, but rather a system 

where two parties are much larger than others.  

The theories in Chapter two do well in explaining why the two parties are much larger yet 

most of them allow for a possibility of third party existence. Duverger’s Law, for example, 

states that when a single candidate district with majority rule election rules, will ultimately 

lead to a two party system. This has been shown in most cases throughout the world 

although a two party system does exist in some nations despite a PR election system. 

Duverger’s Law should however not influence the party system in other ways than shielding 

the two major parties from a threat at the polls. It neither prevents third party existence nor 

a third party candidacy. Traditionalist theories, maintain that the American two party system 

results from it being inculcated into the minds of Americans and it being socially and 

culturally elemental in American politics. This theory also does well in explaining the two 
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party’s advantage in America. Yet, the theory should allow for third parties within the 

boundaries of two party America. 

The primary effect, stating that the major party open primaries lessen third party vitality 

by allowing them access to crucial decision making and giving them a place in the choosing 

of major party candidates. This lessens their dissatisfaction by giving them a seat at the “big-

party-table.” Since major party participation is in most cases, for both candidates and voters, 

a first choice and minor party participation a last choice resulting in cases of dissatisfaction 

with the major parties, this theory deserves contemplation. It can be viewed as an 

explanation for the two party system. Again however, this theory does allow for third party 

existence. 

The final theory in Chapter two, dealing with parental influence on political motivation of 

American youths, states that the two party system is gradually being fixed in place as 

children are not taught about other choices in politics. As Gillespie put it: “More children 

would be learning to devote themselves to the Libertarians or Greens if there were more 

Greens or Libertarians to teach them.” This leaves one to conclude that while all of these 

theories help to explain the two party dominance, none of them account for a complete 

absence of third parties.  

Third parties have throughout history formed for various reasons. The first ones to form 

dealt with problems directly relating to the two party rule. Others that followed formed 

around issues they felt the two parties were not dealing with in the manner they wanted. 

These parties were for example the Prohibition Party, and the Republican Party, which 

committed itself to anti-slavery issues. The Republicans are to date the only party to rise 

from a third party status replacing the Whigs as a major party. Later parties would form 

around ideologies such as the late 19th and 20th century socialist parties. This has led political 

scientists to classify parties as either ideological parties, or single-issue parties. 

In the 20th century, single candidate parties also came into light. Until then, third parties 

transcended any single candidate, although getting a prestigious candidate was always 

sought after. The single candidate parties, such as Governor George Wallace’s American 

Independent Party, rarely survived the departure of the politician that the movement was 

formed to support. 

V. O. Key coined a different classification system of third party movements, arranging 

parties as “continuing doctrinal parties,” “short lived parties,” and later adding the “non-
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national significant other.” These three classification systems can possibly be amalgamated 

into continuing ideological parties and single-issue/single-candidate parties. Hershey 

furthermore classified them into parties differing in Ideology and origin. 

Third parties of America quickly zoomed in on the potential weaknesses of the two party 

balance in America utilizing their possibility of having an indirect effect, both on party 

platforms, as well as election outcomes. This was clearly the case in Theodore Roosevelt’s 

1912 third party run for President, as he himself stated, winning the election was never an 

objective. This raised issues of “the two-party self preservation,” as discussed in Chapters 

two and five.  

Before the adoption of the “Australian ballot,” limiting third party access to elections was 

almost impossible as voters cast party-made tickets into the ballot boxes, not official ballots. 

This limited government influence on election participation, giving third parties complete 

access. After the adoption of the “Australian ballot” however, the question of who should be 

on the ballot was quickly raised. Throughout most of the 20th century, ballot restrictions 

were tightened prompting an outcry from third parties, accusing the two party system of 

“fence-raising,” delegitimizing elections by excluding even recognized third party candidates. 

These restrictions are, among others, high petition signature requirements, unfair campaign 

finance rules, which disproportionally favor major parties over third parties or independents. 

Anti-fusion rules and sore loser laws prevent disgruntled former major party players 

mounting a third party effort and banned the electoral cooperation of two or more third 

parties. Debate access was also limited substantially immediately after the League of 

Woman voters relinquished control of the debates, handing the control over to the 

Bipartisan Commission of Presidential Debates. The “15%” requirement effectively ended 

any third party hope of joining the “big two” on the debate stage. 

These efforts of third party limitation were in all instances mandated by and carried out 

by the major parties, sometimes through legislation. Reasons given for these limitations vary 

by circumstances, but in an Ohio court case over third party ballot access, the state’s counsel 

explicitly stated the maintaining of a pure two party system a completely legitimate goal 

worthy of the state’s efforts. 

These restrictions of third party functionality in America as well as the numerous reasons 

and explanations for a two major party system featured in Chapter two, make for a very 



  

 56 

hostile environment of third parties. This hostile electoral environment leaves them no 

choice but to exert their influence indirectly using various methods. 

Third parties have through the ages mastered the art of “indirect influence.” They have 

tactically utilized the spoiler effect, targeting voters who are crucial to either campaign 

thereby threatening to derail election efforts of either major party. The possibility of spoiling 

elections has led to major parties prevention efforts. One way for major parties to do this is 

to look at why voters vote for a third party. As Rosenstone et al. maintain that voters do so 

because of long standing dissatisfaction with both major political parties. So to eliminate 

third party support decreasing the possibility of a spoiler effect, major parties can among 

other things, “steal” popular third party election issues. This has opened the door to third 

parties actually tactically “placing” their main party platform issues on the agenda of either 

one or even both major parties. This was the case of Ralph Nader’s Green Party effort. The 

Democratic campaign, fearful of a possible spoiler effect in the 2000 presidential election, 

“stole” Nader’s chief campaign issue, environmental protection. Gore eventually became a 

committed environmentalist, earning a Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts against global 

warming. One might even wonder whether Ralph Nader is to thank for Al Gore’s 

environmentalism and his Nobel Prize. 

Third parties also face a puzzling twist of fate. Since their power is limited to the indirect, 

they are at the mercy of the two party support. Their efforts will not bear fruit unless both 

parties are “neck-and-neck” in opinion polls. This fact places third parties in a strange 

dilemma where support is necessary for influence, yet too much support or a superiority of 

either major party will decrease their influence. 
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Appendix I: George Washington’s Farewell Address, 1796 

Friends and Citizens: 

The period for a new election of a citizen to administer the executive government of the 

United States being not far distant, and the time actually arrived when your thoughts must 

be employed in designating the person who is to be clothed with that important trust, it 

appears to me proper, especially as it may conduce to a more distinct expression of the 

public voice, that I should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed, to decline being 

considered among the number of those out of whom a choice is to be made. 

I beg you, at the same time, to do me the justice to be assured that this resolution has not 

been taken without a strict regard to all the considerations appertaining to the relation 

which binds a dutiful citizen to his country; and that in withdrawing the tender of service, 

which silence in my situation might imply, I am influenced by no diminution of zeal for your 

future interest, no deficiency of grateful respect for your past kindness, but am supported by 

a full conviction that the step is compatible with both. 

The acceptance of, and continuance hitherto in, the office to which your suffrages have 

twice called me have been a uniform sacrifice of inclination to the opinion of duty and to a 

deference for what appeared to be your desire. I constantly hoped that it would have been 

much earlier in my power, consistently with motives which I was not at liberty to disregard, 

to return to that retirement from which I had been reluctantly drawn. The strength of my 

inclination to do this, previous to the last election, had even led to the preparation of an 

address to declare it to you; but mature reflection on the then perplexed and critical posture 

of our affairs with foreign nations, and the unanimous advice of persons entitled to my 

confidence, impelled me to abandon the idea. 

I rejoice that the state of your concerns, external as well as internal, no longer renders 

the pursuit of inclination incompatible with the sentiment of duty or propriety, and am 

persuaded, whatever partiality may be retained for my services, that, in the present 

circumstances of our country, you will not disapprove my determination to retire. 

The impressions with which I first undertook the arduous trust were explained on the 

proper occasion. In the discharge of this trust, I will only say that I have, with good 

intentions, contributed towards the organization and administration of the government the 

best exertions of which a very fallible judgment was capable. Not unconscious in the outset 
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of the inferiority of my qualifications, experience in my own eyes, perhaps still more in the 

eyes of others, has strengthened the motives to diffidence of myself; and every day the 

increasing weight of years admonishes me more and more that the shade of retirement is as 

necessary to me as it will be welcome. Satisfied that if any circumstances have given peculiar 

value to my services, they were temporary, I have the consolation to believe that, while 

choice and prudence invite me to quit the political scene, patriotism does not forbid it. 

In looking forward to the moment which is intended to terminate the career of my public 

life, my feelings do not permit me to suspend the deep acknowledgment of that debt of 

gratitude which I owe to my beloved country for the many honors it has conferred upon me; 

still more for the steadfast confidence with which it has supported me; and for the 

opportunities I have thence enjoyed of manifesting my inviolable attachment, by services 

faithful and persevering, though in usefulness unequal to my zeal. If benefits have resulted 

to our country from these services, let it always be remembered to your praise, and as an 

instructive example in our annals, that under circumstances in which the passions, agitated 

in every direction, were liable to mislead, amidst appearances sometimes dubious, 

vicissitudes of fortune often discouraging, in situations in which not unfrequently want of 

success has countenanced the spirit of criticism, the constancy of your support was the 

essential prop of the efforts, and a guarantee of the plans by which they were effected. 

Profoundly penetrated with this idea, I shall carry it with me to my grave, as a strong 

incitement to unceasing vows that heaven may continue to you the choicest tokens of its 

beneficence; that your union and brotherly affection may be perpetual; that the free 

Constitution, which is the work of your hands, may be sacredly maintained; that its 

administration in every department may be stamped with wisdom and virtue; that, in fine, 

the happiness of the people of these States, under the auspices of liberty, may be made 

complete by so careful a preservation and so prudent a use of this blessing as will acquire to 

them the glory of recommending it to the applause, the affection, and adoption of every 

nation which is yet a stranger to it. 

Here, perhaps, I ought to stop. But a solicitude for your welfare, which cannot end but 

with my life, and the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an 

occasion like the present, to offer to your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your 

frequent review, some sentiments which are the result of much reflection, of no 

inconsiderable observation, and which appear to me all-important to the permanency of 
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your felicity as a people. These will be offered to you with the more freedom, as you can 

only see in them the disinterested warnings of a parting friend, who can possibly have no 

personal motive to bias his counsel. Nor can I forget, as an encouragement to it, your 

indulgent reception of my sentiments on a former and not dissimilar occasion. 

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every ligament of your hearts, no 

recommendation of mine is necessary to fortify or confirm the attachment. 

The unity of government which constitutes you one people is also now dear to you. It is 

justly so, for it is a main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the support of your 

tranquility at home, your peace abroad; of your safety; of your prosperity; of that very 

liberty which you so highly prize. But as it is easy to foresee that, from different causes and 

from different quarters, much pains will be taken, many artifices employed to weaken in 

your minds the conviction of this truth; as this is the point in your political fortress against 

which the batteries of internal and external enemies will be most constantly and actively 

(though often covertly and insidiously) directed, it is of infinite moment that you should 

properly estimate the immense value of your national union to your collective and individual 

happiness; that you should cherish a cordial, habitual, and immovable attachment to it; 

accustoming yourselves to think and speak of it as of the palladium of your political safety 

and prosperity; watching for its preservation with jealous anxiety; discountenancing 

whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event be abandoned; and 

indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any portion of our 

country from the rest, or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the various 

parts. 

For this you have every inducement of sympathy and interest. Citizens, by birth or choice, 

of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of 

American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of 

patriotism more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades 

of difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits, and political principles. You have 

in a common cause fought and triumphed together; the independence and liberty you 

possess are the work of joint counsels, and joint efforts of common dangers, sufferings, and 

successes. 

But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to your 

sensibility, are greatly outweighed by those which apply more immediately to your interest. 
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Here every portion of our country finds the most commanding motives for carefully guarding 

and preserving the union of the whole. 

The North, in an unrestrained intercourse with the South, protected by the equal laws of 

a common government, finds in the productions of the latter great additional resources of 

maritime and commercial enterprise and precious materials of manufacturing industry. The 

South, in the same intercourse, benefiting by the agency of the North, sees its agriculture 

grow and its commerce expand. Turning partly into its own channels the seamen of the 

North, it finds its particular navigation invigorated; and, while it contributes, in different 

ways, to nourish and increase the general mass of the national navigation, it looks forward 

to the protection of a maritime strength, to which itself is unequally adapted. The East, in a 

like intercourse with the West, already finds, and in the progressive improvement of interior 

communications by land and water, will more and more find a valuable vent for the 

commodities which it brings from abroad, or manufactures at home. The West derives from 

the East supplies requisite to its growth and comfort, and, what is perhaps of still greater 

consequence, it must of necessity owe the secure enjoyment of indispensable outlets for its 

own productions to the weight, influence, and the future maritime strength of the Atlantic 

side of the Union, directed by an indissoluble community of interest as one nation. Any 

other tenure by which the West can hold this essential advantage, whether derived from its 

own separate strength, or from an apostate and unnatural connection with any foreign 

power, must be intrinsically precarious. 

While, then, every part of our country thus feels an immediate and particular interest in 

union, all the parts combined cannot fail to find in the united mass of means and efforts 

greater strength, greater resource, proportionably greater security from external danger, a 

less frequent interruption of their peace by foreign nations; and, what is of inestimable 

value, they must derive from union an exemption from those broils and wars between 

themselves, which so frequently afflict neighboring countries not tied together by the same 

governments, which their own rival ships alone would be sufficient to produce, but which 

opposite foreign alliances, attachments, and intrigues would stimulate and embitter. Hence, 

likewise, they will avoid the necessity of those overgrown military establishments which, 

under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as 

particularly hostile to republican liberty. In this sense it is that your union ought to be 
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considered as a main prop of your liberty, and that the love of the one ought to endear to 

you the preservation of the other. 

These considerations speak a persuasive language to every reflecting and virtuous mind, 

and exhibit the continuance of the Union as a primary object of patriotic desire. Is there a 

doubt whether a common government can embrace so large a sphere? Let experience solve 

it. To listen to mere speculation in such a case were criminal. We are authorized to hope that 

a proper organization of the whole with the auxiliary agency of governments for the 

respective subdivisions, will afford a happy issue to the experiment. It is well worth a fair and 

full experiment. With such powerful and obvious motives to union, affecting all parts of our 

country, while experience shall not have demonstrated its impracticability, there will always 

be reason to distrust the patriotism of those who in any quarter may endeavor to weaken its 

bands. 

In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as matter of serious 

concern that any ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by 

geographical discriminations, Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western; whence 

designing men may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local 

interests and views. One of the expedients of party to acquire influence within particular 

districts is to misrepresent the opinions and aims of other districts. You cannot shield 

yourselves too much against the jealousies and heartburnings which spring from these 

misrepresentations; they tend to render alien to each other those who ought to be bound 

together by fraternal affection. The inhabitants of our Western country have lately had a 

useful lesson on this head; they have seen, in the negotiation by the Executive, and in the 

unanimous ratification by the Senate, of the treaty with Spain, and in the universal 

satisfaction at that event, throughout the United States, a decisive proof how unfounded 

were the suspicions propagated among them of a policy in the General Government and in 

the Atlantic States unfriendly to their interests in regard to the Mississippi; they have been 

witnesses to the formation of two treaties, that with Great Britain, and that with Spain, 

which secure to them everything they could desire, in respect to our foreign relations, 

towards confirming their prosperity. Will it not be their wisdom to rely for the preservation 

of these advantages on the Union by which they were procured ? Will they not henceforth 

be deaf to those advisers, if such there are, who would sever them from their brethren and 

connect them with aliens? 
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To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a government for the whole is 

indispensable. No alliance, however strict, between the parts can be an adequate substitute; 

they must inevitably experience the infractions and interruptions which all alliances in all 

times have experienced. Sensible of this momentous truth, you have improved upon your 

first essay, by the adoption of a constitution of government better calculated than your 

former for an intimate union, and for the efficacious management of your common 

concerns. This government, the offspring of our own choice, uninfluenced and unawed, 

adopted upon full investigation and mature deliberation, completely free in its principles, in 

the distribution of its powers, uniting security with energy, and containing within itself a 

provision for its own amendment, has a just claim to your confidence and your support. 

Respect for its authority, compliance with its laws, acquiescence in its measures, are duties 

enjoined by the fundamental maxims of true liberty. The basis of our political systems is the 

right of the people to make and to alter their constitutions of government. But the 

Constitution which at any time exists, till changed by an explicit and authentic act of the 

whole people, is sacredly obligatory upon all. The very idea of the power and the right of the 

people to establish government presupposes the duty of every individual to obey the 

established government. 

All obstructions to the execution of the laws, all combinations and associations, under 

whatever plausible character, with the real design to direct, control, counteract, or awe the 

regular deliberation and action of the constituted authorities, are destructive of this 

fundamental principle, and of fatal tendency. They serve to organize faction, to give it an 

artificial and extraordinary force; to put, in the place of the delegated will of the nation the 

will of a party, often a small but artful and enterprising minority of the community; and, 

according to the alternate triumphs of different parties, to make the public administration 

the mirror of the ill-concerted and incongruous projects of faction, rather than the organ of 

consistent and wholesome plans digested by common counsels and modified by mutual 

interests. 

However combinations or associations of the above description may now and then 

answer popular ends, they are likely, in the course of time and things, to become potent 

engines, by which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the 

power of the people and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying 

afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion. 
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Towards the preservation of your government, and the permanency of your present 

happy state, it is requisite, not only that you steadily discountenance irregular oppositions to 

its acknowledged authority, but also that you resist with care the spirit of innovation upon 

its principles, however specious the pretexts. One method of assault may be to effect, in the 

forms of the Constitution, alterations which will impair the energy of the system, and thus to 

undermine what cannot be directly overthrown. In all the changes to which you may be 

invited, remember that time and habit are at least as necessary to fix the true character of 

governments as of other human institutions; that experience is the surest standard by which 

to test the real tendency of the existing constitution of a country; that facility in changes, 

upon the credit of mere hypothesis and opinion, exposes to perpetual change, from the 

endless variety of hypothesis and opinion; and remember, especially, that for the efficient 

management of your common interests, in a country so extensive as ours, a government of 

as much vigor as is consistent with the perfect security of liberty is indispensable. Liberty 

itself will find in such a government, with powers properly distributed and adjusted, its 

surest guardian. It is, indeed, little else than a name, where the government is too feeble to 

withstand the enterprises of faction, to confine each member of the society within the limits 

prescribed by the laws, and to maintain all in the secure and tranquil enjoyment of the rights 

of person and property. 

I have already intimated to you the danger of parties in the State, with particular 

reference to the founding of them on geographical discriminations. Let me now take a more 

comprehensive view, and warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects 

of the spirit of party generally. 

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its root in the strongest 

passions of the human mind. It exists under different shapes in all governments, more or less 

stifled, controlled, or repressed; but, in those of the popular form, it is seen in its greatest 

rankness, and is truly their worst enemy. 

The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge, 

natural to party dissension, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most 

horrid enormities, is itself a frightful despotism. But this leads at length to a more formal and 

permanent despotism. The disorders and miseries which result gradually incline the minds of 

men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual; and sooner or later 
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the chief of some prevailing faction, more able or more fortunate than his competitors, turns 

this disposition to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty. 

Without looking forward to an extremity of this kind (which nevertheless ought not to be 

entirely out of sight), the common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of party are sufficient 

to make it the interest and duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it. 

It serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It 

agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of 

one part against another, foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to 

foreign influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the government itself 

through the channels of party passions. Thus the policy and the will of one country are 

subjected to the policy and will of another. 

There is an opinion that parties in free countries are useful checks upon the 

administration of the government and serve to keep alive the spirit of liberty. This within 

certain limits is probably true; and in governments of a monarchical cast, patriotism may 

look with indulgence, if not with favor, upon the spirit of party. But in those of the popular 

character, in governments purely elective, it is a spirit not to be encouraged. From their 

natural tendency, it is certain there will always be enough of that spirit for every salutary 

purpose. And there being constant danger of excess, the effort ought to be by force of public 

opinion, to mitigate and assuage it. A fire not to be quenched, it demands a uniform 

vigilance to prevent its bursting into a flame, lest, instead of warming, it should consume. 

It is important, likewise, that the habits of thinking in a free country should inspire 

caution in those entrusted with its administration, to confine themselves within their 

respective constitutional spheres, avoiding in the exercise of the powers of one department 

to encroach upon another. The spirit of encroachment tends to consolidate the powers of all 

the departments in one, and thus to create, whatever the form of government, a real 

despotism. A just estimate of that love of power, and proneness to abuse it, which 

predominates in the human heart, is sufficient to satisfy us of the truth of this position. The 

necessity of reciprocal checks in the exercise of political power, by dividing and distributing it 

into different depositaries, and constituting each the guardian of the public weal against 

invasions by the others, has been evinced by experiments ancient and modern; some of 

them in our country and under our own eyes. To preserve them must be as necessary as to 

institute them. If, in the opinion of the people, the distribution or modification of the 
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constitutional powers be in any particular wrong, let it be corrected by an amendment in the 

way which the Constitution designates. But let there be no change by usurpation; for though 

this, in one instance, may be the instrument of good, it is the customary weapon by which 

free governments are destroyed. The precedent must always greatly overbalance in 

permanent evil any partial or transient benefit, which the use can at any time yield. 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality 

are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism, who 

should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the 

duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect 

and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public 

felicity. Let it simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if 

the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation 

in courts of justice ? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be 

maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined 

education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect 

that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. 

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. 

The rule, indeed, extends with more or less force to every species of free government. Who 

that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the 

foundation of the fabric? 

Promote then, as an object of primary importance, institutions for the general diffusion of 

knowledge. In proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion, it is 

essential that public opinion should be enlightened. 

As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public credit. One method of 

preserving it is to use it as sparingly as possible, avoiding occasions of expense by cultivating 

peace, but remembering also that timely disbursements to prepare for danger frequently 

prevent much greater disbursements to repel it, avoiding likewise the accumulation of debt, 

not only by shunning occasions of expense, but by vigorous exertion in time of peace to 

discharge the debts which unavoidable wars may have occasioned, not ungenerously 

throwing upon posterity the burden which we ourselves ought to bear. The execution of 

these maxims belongs to your representatives, but it is necessary that public opinion should 

co-operate. To facilitate to them the performance of their duty, it is essential that you 
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should practically bear in mind that towards the payment of debts there must be revenue; 

that to have revenue there must be taxes; that no taxes can be devised which are not more 

or less inconvenient and unpleasant; that the intrinsic embarrassment, inseparable from the 

selection of the proper objects (which is always a choice of difficulties), ought to be a 

decisive motive for a candid construction of the conduct of the government in making it, and 

for a spirit of acquiescence in the measures for obtaining revenue, which the public 

exigencies may at any time dictate. 

Observe good faith and justice towards all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all. 

Religion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it be, that good policy does not equally 

enjoin it - It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and at no distant period, a great nation, to 

give to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a people always guided by an 

exalted justice and benevolence. Who can doubt that, in the course of time and things, the 

fruits of such a plan would richly repay any temporary advantages which might be lost by a 

steady adherence to it ? Can it be that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity 

of a nation with its virtue ? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment 

which ennobles human nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices? 

In the execution of such a plan, nothing is more essential than that permanent, inveterate 

antipathies against particular nations, and passionate attachments for others, should be 

excluded; and that, in place of them, just and amicable feelings towards all should be 

cultivated. The nation which indulges towards another a habitual hatred or a habitual 

fondness is in some degree a slave. It is a slave to its animosity or to its affection, either of 

which is sufficient to lead it astray from its duty and its interest. Antipathy in one nation 

against another disposes each more readily to offer insult and injury, to lay hold of slight 

causes of umbrage, and to be haughty and intractable, when accidental or trifling occasions 

of dispute occur. Hence, frequent collisions, obstinate, envenomed, and bloody contests. 

The nation, prompted by ill-will and resentment, sometimes impels to war the government, 

contrary to the best calculations of policy. The government sometimes participates in the 

national propensity, and adopts through passion what reason would reject; at other times it 

makes the animosity of the nation subservient to projects of hostility instigated by pride, 

ambition, and other sinister and pernicious motives. The peace often, sometimes perhaps 

the liberty, of nations, has been the victim. 
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So likewise, a passionate attachment of one nation for another produces a variety of evils. 

Sympathy for the favorite nation, facilitating the illusion of an imaginary common interest in 

cases where no real common interest exists, and infusing into one the enmities of the other, 

betrays the former into a participation in the quarrels and wars of the latter without 

adequate inducement or justification. It leads also to concessions to the favorite nation of 

privileges denied to others which is apt doubly to injure the nation making the concessions; 

by unnecessarily parting with what ought to have been retained, and by exciting jealousy, ill-

will, and a disposition to retaliate, in the parties from whom equal privileges are withheld. 

And it gives to ambitious, corrupted, or deluded citizens (who devote themselves to the 

favorite nation), facility to betray or sacrifice the interests of their own country, without 

odium, sometimes even with popularity; gilding, with the appearances of a virtuous sense of 

obligation, a commendable deference for public opinion, or a laudable zeal for public good, 

the base or foolish compliances of ambition, corruption, or infatuation. 

As avenues to foreign influence in innumerable ways, such attachments are particularly 

alarming to the truly enlightened and independent patriot. How many opportunities do they 

afford to tamper with domestic factions, to practice the arts of seduction, to mislead public 

opinion, to influence or awe the public councils. Such an attachment of a small or weak 

towards a great and powerful nation dooms the former to be the satellite of the latter. 

Against the insidious wiles of foreign influence (I conjure you to believe me, fellow-

citizens) the jealousy of a free people ought to be constantly awake, since history and 

experience prove that foreign influence is one of the most baneful foes of republican 

government. But that jealousy to be useful must be impartial; else it becomes the 

instrument of the very influence to be avoided, instead of a defense against it. Excessive 

partiality for one foreign nation and excessive dislike of another cause those whom they 

actuate to see danger only on one side, and serve to veil and even second the arts of 

influence on the other. Real patriots who may resist the intrigues of the favorite are liable to 

become suspected and odious, while its tools and dupes usurp the applause and confidence 

of the people, to surrender their interests. 

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our 

commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible. So far as 

we have already formed engagements, let them be fulfilled with perfect good faith. Here let 

us stop. Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none; or a very remote 
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relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are 

essentially foreign to our concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate 

ourselves by artificial ties in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the ordinary 

combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities. 

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course. If 

we remain one people under an efficient government. the period is not far off when we may 

defy material injury from external annoyance; when we may take such an attitude as will 

cause the neutrality we may at any time resolve upon to be scrupulously respected; when 

belligerent nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not lightly 

hazard the giving us provocation; when we may choose peace or war, as our interest, guided 

by justice, shall counsel. 

Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why quit our own to stand upon 

foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle 

our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or 

caprice? 

It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign 

world; so far, I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it; for let me not be understood as 

capable of patronizing infidelity to existing engagements. I hold the maxim no less applicable 

to public than to private affairs, that honesty is always the best policy. I repeat it, therefore, 

let those engagements be observed in their genuine sense. But, in my opinion, it is 

unnecessary and would be unwise to extend them. 

Taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishments on a respectable 

defensive posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary 

emergencies. 

Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, humanity, and 

interest. But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand; neither 

seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences; consulting the natural course of things; 

diffusing and diversifying by gentle means the streams of commerce, but forcing nothing; 

establishing (with powers so disposed, in order to give trade a stable course, to define the 

rights of our merchants, and to enable the government to support them) conventional rules 

of intercourse, the best that present circumstances and mutual opinion will permit, but 

temporary, and liable to be from time to time abandoned or varied, as experience and 
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circumstances shall dictate; constantly keeping in view that it is folly in one nation to look for 

disinterested favors from another; that it must pay with a portion of its independence for 

whatever it may accept under that character; that, by such acceptance, it may place itself in 

the condition of having given equivalents for nominal favors, and yet of being reproached 

with ingratitude for not giving more. There can be no greater error than to expect or 

calculate upon real favors from nation to nation. It is an illusion, which experience must 

cure, which a just pride ought to discard. 

In offering to you, my countrymen, these counsels of an old and affectionate friend, I dare 

not hope they will make the strong and lasting impression I could wish; that they will control 

the usual current of the passions, or prevent our nation from running the course which has 

hitherto marked the destiny of nations. But, if I may even flatter myself that they may be 

productive of some partial benefit, some occasional good; that they may now and then recur 

to moderate the fury of party spirit, to warn against the mischiefs of foreign intrigue, to 

guard against the impostures of pretended patriotism; this hope will be a full recompense 

for the solicitude for your welfare, by which they have been dictated. 

How far in the discharge of my official duties I have been guided by the principles which 

have been delineated, the public records and other evidences of my conduct must witness 

to you and to the world. To myself, the assurance of my own conscience is, that I have at 

least believed myself to be guided by them. 

In relation to the still subsisting war in Europe, my proclamation of the twenty-second of 

April, I793, is the index of my plan. Sanctioned by your approving voice, and by that of your 

representatives in both houses of Congress, the spirit of that measure has continually 

governed me, uninfluenced by any attempts to deter or divert me from it. 

After deliberate examination, with the aid of the best lights I could obtain, I was well 

satisfied that our country, under all the circumstances of the case, had a right to take, and 

was bound in duty and interest to take, a neutral position. Having taken it, I determined, as 

far as should depend upon me, to maintain it, with moderation, perseverance, and firmness. 

The considerations which respect the right to hold this conduct, it is not necessary on this 

occasion to detail. I will only observe that, according to my understanding of the matter, that 

right, so far from being denied by any of the belligerent powers, has been virtually admitted 

by all. 
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The duty of holding a neutral conduct may be inferred, without anything more, from the 

obligation which justice and humanity impose on every nation, in cases in which it is free to 

act, to maintain inviolate the relations of peace and amity towards other nations. 

The inducements of interest for observing that conduct will best be referred to your own 

reflections and experience. With me a predominant motive has been to endeavor to gain 

time to our country to settle and mature its yet recent institutions, and to progress without 

interruption to that degree of strength and consistency which is necessary to give it, 

humanly speaking, the command of its own fortunes. 

Though, in reviewing the incidents of my administration, I am unconscious of intentional 

error, I am nevertheless too sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have 

committed many errors. Whatever they may be, I fervently beseech the Almighty to avert or 

mitigate the evils to which they may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope that my 

country will never cease to view them with indulgence; and that, after forty five years of my 

life dedicated to its service with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be 

consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions of rest. 

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love 

towards it, which is so natural to a man who views in it the native soil of himself and his 

progenitors for several generations, I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in 

which I promise myself to realize, without alloy, the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the 

midst of my fellow-citizens, the benign influence of good laws under a free government, the 

ever-favorite object of my heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, 

labors, and dangers. 

 

Source: Yale Law School, The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy, Washington’s 

Farewell Address, 1796. http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp (accessed 18 April, 2013). 
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Appendix II: Presidential and Congressional Filing  
Dates and Petition Requirements by State 

State Presidential Filing 
Date 

Presidential 
Signature on 
Petition 
Requirements 

Congressional 
Filing Date 

Congressional 
Signature on 
Petition 
Requirements 

Alabama Independent: 
September 6 
Third/Minor 
party:  
March 13 

3% of 2010 gub. 
vote. (44,829) 

January 13 House 
candidates: 3% of 
Governor votes in 
district. 
Senate 
candidates: 3% of 
total votes for 
Governor in state. 

Alaska August 8 1% of 2008 
presidential vote 
(3,262) 

June 1 100$ filing fee 

Arizona Independent: 
May 30 
Third/Minor 
party: 
September 7 

3% of no. of 
registered 
independents 
(est. 27,000) 

May 30 Vary by district 

Arkansas August 6 No. stated in 
election code 
(1,000) 

March 1  

California August 10 1% of 2010 gub. 
vote. (103,004) 

March 9 1,740$ filing fee 

Colorado Independent: 
April 2 
Third/Minor 
party: 
June 4 

500$  
No petition 

April 2 Major party: 
Senate: 1,500 
House: 1,000 
Minor party: 
Senate: 1,000 
House: 8,00 

Connecticut August 8 No. stated in 
election code 
(7,500) 

June 12 7,500 signatures 

Delaware September 4 1% of Dec. 2011 
registration (est. 
620) 

July 10 Filing fee payed 
to political party 

D.C. August 8 No petition n/a n/a 

Florida July 15 Be recognized by 
FEC 

June 8 
(Independents: 
May 7) 

Major party filing 
fee: 10,440$ 
Minor party filing 
fee: 6,960$ 
Senate 
candidates: 
112,174 
signatures 
House 
candidates: 2,298 

Georgia August 6 1% of no. of 
registered voters 
in 2008 (51,845) 

May 25 5,220$ filing fee 
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Hawaii August 8 0.1% of registered 
voters in 2010 
(691) 

June 5 15-25 signatures 
+ minor filing fee 

Idaho August 24 2% of presidential 
vote in 2008 
(13,103) 

March 9 300$ filing fee 
and 500 
signatures 

Illinois June 25 No. stated in 
election code 
(25,000) 

December 27 Major party: 600 
signatures 
Minor party: 
5,000 signatures 

Indiana July 16 2% of 2010 sec. of 
state vote 
(34,195) 

February 10 Senate: 
Major party: 
4,500 signatures 
Minor party: 
34,194 signatures 
House: 
Major party: none 
Minor party: 
34,194 signatures 

Iowa August 17 No. stated in 
election code 
(1,500) 

March 16  

Kansas Independent: 
August 6 
Third/Minor 
party: 
June 1 or 11 

2% of 2010 gub. 
vote (16,776) 

June 1 Major party: 
1% of party 
registration 
signatures + 
1,740$ filing fee 
Minor party:  
5,000 signatures + 
1,740$ filing fee 
 

Kentucky September 7 No. stated in 
election code 
(5,000) 

February 7 500$ filing fee 

Louisiana September 7 500$ fee 
No petition 

August 17 600$ filing fee 
Senate: 5,000 
signatures 
House: 1,000 
signatures 

Maine August 15 No. stated in 
election code 
(4,000) 

March 15 Major party: 
House: 1,000-
1,500 signatures 
Senate: 2,000-
3,000 signatures 
Minor party: 
House: 2,000-
3,000 signatures 
Senate: 4,000-
6,000 signatures 

Maryland August 6 No. stated in 
election code 
(10,000) 

January 11 House: 100$ filing 
fee 
Senate: 290$ 
filing fee 

Massachusetts July 31 No. stated in 
election code 
(10,000) 

June 5 House: 2,000 
signatures 
Senate: 10,000 
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signatures 

Michigan July 19 1% of 2010 gub. 
vote (32,261) 

May 15 Partisan 
candidates: 1,000 
Independent: 
3,000 

Minnesota August 21 No. stated in 
election code 
(2,000) 

June 5 Senate: 2,000 
signatures 
House: 1,000 
signatures 
Minor party 
candidates can 
pay fee instead of 
signature 
submittance 

Mississippi September 7 An organization 
required 

January 13 Independent 
candidates only: 
1,000 for Senate, 
200 for House 

Missouri July 30 No. stated in 
election code 
(10,000) 

March 27 Senate: 200$ 
filing fee 
House: 100$ filing 
fee 

Montana August 15 No. stated in 
election code 
(5,000) 

March 12 1,740$ filing fee 

Nebraska September 1 1% of gub. vote in 
2010 (4,880) 

March 1 1,740$ filing fee 

Nevada July 6 1% of 2010 US 
House vote 
(7,013) 

March 16 300-500$ filing 
fee 

New Hampshire September 5 No. stated in 
election code 
(3,000) 

June 15 Major party: 100-
200 signatures 
Minor party: 
1,500-3,000 
signatures 

New Jersey July 30 No. stated in 
election code 
(800) 

April 2 200-1,000 
signatures 

New Mexico June 26 0.5% of gov. vote 
in 2010 (3,009) 

March 20 Varies by district 

New York August 21 No. stated in 
election code 
(15,000) 

April 16 Major party: 
1,250 threshold 
of signatures 
Minor party: 
3,500 threshold 
of signatures 

North Carolina Independent:  
June 29 
Third/Minor 
party: 
June 1 

2% of 2008 gov. 
vote (85,379) 

February 29 1,740$ filing fee 

North Dakota September 7 No. stated in 
election code 
(7,000) 

April 13 3% of total votes 
cast. Never more 
than 300. 

Ohio August 8 Show modicum of 
support 

December 7 Senate: 1,000 
signatures (500 
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for minor). 
Independent: 
5000 signatures. 

Oklahoma July 15 3% of 2008 pres. 
Vote (43,890) 

April 13  

Oregon August 28 1.5% of 2010 US 
House vote 
(20,640) 

March 6 Senate: 500 
signatures or 
$3,000 
House: $100 filing 
fee or 300 
signatures 

Pennsylvania August 1 2% of 2011 judge 
winner’s vote 
(20,601) 

February 14 2,000 signatures 

Rhode Island September 7 No. stated in 
election code 
(1,000) 

June 27 500 signatures 

South Carolina July 16 No. stated in 
election code 
(10,000) 

March 30 Filing fees for 
major party 
candidates only 

South Dakota August 7 2.5% of 2010 gub. 
vote (7,928) 

March 27 1,951 signatures 
for major parties 
Independents: 
3,171 
New party 
candidates: 7,928 
signatures 

Tennessee August 16 2.5% of 2010 gub. 
vote (40,042) 

April 5 25 signatures 

Texas June 29 1% of 2010 gub. 
vote (49,729) 

March 9 $5,000 or 5000 
signatures 

Utah August 15 No. stated in 
election code 
(1,000) 

March 15 $435 - $1,305 
filing fee 

Vermont June 14 Organization 
required 

June 14 500 signatures 

Virginia August 24 No. stated in 
election code 
(5,000) 

March 29 1,000 signatures + 
$3,480 filing fee 

Washington August 4 No. stated in 
election code 
(1,000) 

May 18 $1,740 filing fee 

West Virginia August 1 1% of 2008 
presidential vote 
(7,135) 

January 28 $1,740 filing fee 

Wisconsin August 7 No. stated in 
election code 
(2,000) 

June 1 2,000-4,000 
signatures 

Wyoming August 27 2% of 2010 US 
House vote 
(3,740) 

June 1 3,740 signatures 
(only new party 
and independent 
candidates) 

Source: Richard Wingers, private data collection. 
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Appendix III: Third Party Presidential Candidates Totaling Over 1% of National 
Popular Vote 1832 – 2000 

Election Year Candidate 

and Party 

Popular votes and Percent Electoral Votes and Percent 

1832 William Wirt, 

Anti Masonic 

100,715 7.78% 7 2.43% 

1844 James G. 

Birney, Liberty 

62,103 2,30% 0  

1848 Martin Van 

Buren, Free 

Soil party 

291,501 10.12% 0  

1856 Millard 

Fillmore, 

Know Nothing 

873,053 21.53%  2.70% 

1860 John C. 

Breckinridge, 

Southern 

Democratic 

848,019 18.09% 72 23.76% 

1860 John Bell, 

Constitutional 

Union 

590,901 12.61% 39 12.87% 

1880 James B. 

Weaver, 

Greenback 

305,997 3.32% 0  

1884 Benjamin F. 

Butler, 

Greenback 

175,096 1.74% 0  

1884 John P. St. 

John, 

Prohibition 

147,482 1.47% 0  

1888 Clinton B. Fisk, 

Prohibition 

249,813 2.19% 0  

1888 Alson J. 

Streeter, 

Union Labor 

146,602 1.29% 0  

1892 James B. 1,026,595 8.51% 22 4.95% 
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Weaver, 

Populist 

1892 John Bidwell, 

Prohibition 

270,889 2.24% 0  

1900 John C. 

Wooley, 

Prohibition 

210,867 1,51% 0  

1904 Eugene V. 

Debs, Socialist 

402,810 2,98% 0  

1904 Silas C. 

Swallow, 

Prohibition 

259,103 1.92% 0  

1908 Eugene V. 

Debs, Socialist 

420,852 2.83% 0  

1908 Eugene W. 

Chafin, 

Prohibition 

254,087 1.71% 0  

1912 Theodore 

Roosevelt, 

Progressive 

(Bull Moose) 

4,122,721 27.40% 88 16.57% 

1912 Eugene V. 

Debs, Socialist 

901,551 5.99% 0  

1912 Eugene W. 

Chafin, 

Prohibition 

208,156 1.38% 0  

1916 Allan L. 

Benson, 

Socialist 

590,524 3.19% 0  

1916 J. Frank 

Hanley, 

Prohibition 

221,302 1.19% 0  

1920 Eugene V. 

Debs, Socialist 

913,693 3.41% 0  

1924 Robert M. La 

Follette, 

Progressive 

4,831,706 16.61% 13 2.45% 
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1932 Norman M. 

Thomas, 

Socialist 

884,885 2.23% 0  

1936 William 

Lemke, Union 

892,378 1,95% 0  

1948 J. Strom 

Thurmond, 

Dixiecrat 

1,175,930 2.41% 39 7.34% 

1948 Henry A. 

Wallace, 

Progressive 

1,157,328 2.37% 0  

1968 George C. 

Wallace, 

American 

Independent 

9,901,118 13.53% 46 8.55% 

1972 John G. 

Schmitz, 

American  

1,100,868 1.42% 0  

1980 John B. 

Anderson, 

National Unity 

5,719,850 6.61% 0  

1992 H. Ross Perot, 

Independent 

19,743,821 18.91% 0  

1996 H. Ross Perot, 

Reform 

8,085,402 8.40% 0  

2000 Ralph Nader, 

Green 

2,883,105 2.73% 0  

Source: David J. Gillespie, Challengers to Duopoly. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2012. 
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Appendix IV: Third Party Victors in Gubernatorial Races 1831 - 2010 

Election Year State Successful Candidate Party/Parties 

1831,1832,1833,1834 Vermont William A. Palmer Anti-Masonic 

1835 Pennsylvania Joseph Ritner Anti-Masonic 

1842 Rhode Island Thomas Dorr RI Suffrage 

1843, 1844 Rhode Island James Fenner RI Law and Order 

1845 Alabama Joshua L. Martin Independent 

1845 Rhode Island Charles Jackson Liberation 

1846 Rhode Island Byron Diman RI Law and Order 

1853,1855 Texas Elisha M. Pease Unionist 

1854 Delaware Peter F. Causey Know Nothing 

1854 Maine Anson P. Morrill Know Nothing 

1854,1855,1856 Massachusetts Henry J. Gardner Know Nothing 

1854 Rhode Island William W. Hoppin Know Nothing 

1855 California J. Neely Johnson Know Nothing 

1855 Kentucky Charles S. Morehead Know Nothing 

1855,1856 Connecticut William T. Minor Know Nothing 

1855 Ohio Salmon P. Chase Republican 

1855 Vermont Stephen Royce Republican 

1855 Wisconsin Coles Bashford Republican 

1856 New Jersey William A. Newell Know Nothing 

1857 Maryland Thmas H. Hicks Know Nothing 

1859 Texas Sam Houston Independent 

1865,1866 North Carolina Jonathan Worth N.C. Conservative 

1870 Missouri B. Gratz Brown Liberal Republican 

1872 Louisiana John McEnery Liberal Republican 

1880 Maine Harry S. Plaisted Greenback 

1881 Virginia William E. Cameron Virginia Re-adjuster 

1882 Massachusetts Benjamin F. Butler Greenback 

1882 Michigan Josiah Begole Greenback 

1890 Oregon Sylvester Pennoyer Populist 

1890 Tennessee John P. Buchanan Farmers’ Alliance 

1892 Colorado Davis H. Waite Populist 

1892 Kansas L. D. Lewelling Populist 
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1892 North Dakota Eli C. D. Shortridge Populist 

1894,1896 Nebraska Silas A. Holcomb Populist 

1894 Nevada John E. Jones Nevada Silver 

1896 Idaho Frank Steunenberg Populist 

1896 Kansas John H. Leedy Populist 

1896 Montana Robert B. Smith Populist 

1896,1898 South Dakota Andrew E. Lee Populist 

1896,1898 Washington John R. Rogers Populist 

1898 Colorado Charls S. Thomas Populist 

1898 Nebraska William A. Poynter Populist 

1898 Nevada Reinhold Sadler Nevada Silver 

1898 Minnesota John Lind Populist 

1900 Colorado James Bradley Orman Populist 

1902,1906 Nevada John Sparks Nevada Silver 

1914 California Hiram W. Johnson Progressive (Bull 

Moose) 

1916 Florida Sidney J. Catts Prohibition 

1916,1918,1920 North Dakota Lynn J. Frazier Nonpartisan League 

1921 North Dakota Ragnvold A. Nestos Independent 

1930,1932,1934 Minnesota Floyd B. Olson Minnesota Farmer-

Labor 

1930 Oregon Julis L. Meier Independent 

1934,1936 Wisconsin Philip F. La Follette Progressive 

1936 Minnesota Elmer A. Benson Minnesota Farmer-

Labor 

1936 North Dakota William Langer Independent 

1942 Wisconsin Orland S. Loomis Progressive 

1974 Maine John B. Longley Independent 

1990 Alaska Walter J. Hickel Alaskan Independence 

1990 Connecticut Lowell P. Weicker A Connecticut 

1994,1998 Maine Angus S. King Jr.  Independent 

1998 Minnesota Jesse Ventura Reform; later 

Minnesota 

Independence 

2010 Rhode Island Lincon Chafee Independent 

Source: David J. Gillespie, Challengers to Duopoly. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2012.  
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Appendix V: An Example of a State Issued “Candidate Guide” (Indiana) 
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Published by the 
Indiana Election Division 

302 West Washington Street 
Indiana Government Center South, Room E-204 

Indianapolis, IN  46204-2743 
(317) 232-3939 * (800) 622-4941 in Indiana 

FAX: (317) 233-6793 
www.in.gov/sos/elections 
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 29 

the candidate’s stated party affiliation would result in voter confusion due to its similarity with another 
party’s name, and the candidate declines to amend the declaration to remove this confusion, then the 
commission shall deny the filing. (IC 3-8-2-12.5) 
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However, if a write-in candidate claims affiliation with a political party: (1) that already has ballot access, (2) 
of a candidate who has previously filed a petition of nomination under IC 3-8-6, or (3) whose name would 
result in voter confusion due to its similarity with the name of the political party in (1) or (2), then a registered 
voter of the election district may question the validity of the filing under IC 3-8-1-2. The Indiana Election 
Commission shall determine the validity of the questioned filing. If the Commission determines that the 
candidate’s stated party affiliation would result in voter confusion due to its similarity with another party’s 
name, and the candidate declines to amend the declaration to remove this confusion, then the Commission 
shall deny the filing.   
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Source: Indiana Department of State, Election Division, 2012 Indiana Candidate Guide, 
http://www.in.gov/sos/elections/files/2012CandidateGuide.pdf (accessed April 18, 2013). 
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Appendix 
Candidate Forms 

 
 
CAN-1  Candidate Filing Challenge 

CAN-2 Declaration of Candidacy for Primary Nomination 

CAN-3 Declaration of Intent to be a Write-in Candidate 

CAN-4 Indiana Petition for Primary Ballot Placement as a Candidate for     
  United States Senator 

CAN-7 Request for Presidential Primary Ballot Placement 

CAN-8 Indiana Petition for Presidential Primary Ballot Placement 

CAN-10 Primary Election Candidate Withdrawal 

CAN-16 Town Office Declaration of Candidacy by a Democratic, Libertarian, or Republican 
Party Candidate 

 

CAN-19 Petition of Nomination for Federal, State, State Legislature or Local Office 

CAN-20 Consent of Independent or Minor Political Party Candidate Nominated by Petition 

CAN-24 General Election Candidate Withdrawal 

CAN-25 Petition for Primary Ballot Placement as a Candidate for Governor 

CAN-31 Declaration of Candidacy and Written Consent to Fill a Ballot Vacancy 

CAN-34 Petition of Nominationfor School Board Office 

CAN-37 Declaration of Candidacy for Precinct Committeeman and State Convention 
Delegate 

CAN-41 Allen County / Vanderburgh County Superior Court Judge Declaration of 
Candidacy 

 
 
 


