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Preface and Acknowledgments


AT TIMES ONE WONDERS what purpose an Editorial Board serves for a series such as this. For this series, this volume answers that question. We both have served on the Editorial Board for the Dilemmas in American Politics Series since its inception; Sandy Maisel is the series editor, and John Bibby was one of the first scholars he recruited to work with him. By design, the board is composed of leading scholars who have demonstrated an interest in undergraduate education. The goal of the series is to publish high-quality books that will stimulate student interest in introductory courses, to produce supplementary texts that will provide a “real-world” context for the more theoretical material often presented in such courses. The board’s role has been to set the direction that the series will take.


The genesis of this book was an Editorial Board meeting at which potential topics for Dilemmas books were discussed. After listing subjects that would be important additions to introductory courses in American government and politics, the board turned to the more difficult task—suggesting potential authors for the books that were proposed. At this stage the question is always twofold: Who would be a good author to add to the series? Who would be available to write a Dilemmas book in a relatively short period of time?


For each potential topic, several authors were suggested. When the discussion turned to a book on the party system, a topic that had been mentioned at previous meetings but for which no suitable author had been found, the board became strangely silent. Finally, one of our colleagues turned to us and said, “Well, are you guys going to do it or not?” And thus our discussion began.


Of course, our first response to the suggestion was to think of the reasons we should not write this book. The series editor is in a somewhat compromised position if he is also an author: How can he appraise his own work objectively, especially when he is writing with another member of the board? Although we have known each other for more than two decades, we have never worked together on a scholarly project: Was a book of this sort the place to begin? We both had other publishing commitments: Would we have time to give this project its due?


But the reasons the project was intriguing to us were also apparent. This topic was one that we had both been thinking about for many years. Despite the fact that we have been party activists—one as a Republican, one as a Democrat—throughout our careers, we share the views that are presented in this book. Specifically, as you will see, we believe that those who favor the advent of a third major party in the American system or those who advocate more independent candidacies misjudge the causes of discontent with two-party politics and underestimate both the positive attributes of our two-party system and the inevitable negative consequences of a multiparty system, or worse still, they discount the adverse impact of victories by antiparty independents. These views are not de rigueur, to be sure; thus we feel they are particularly important for undergraduates to confront.


Furthermore, we thought that it might be fun to work together. Testing out one’s ideas on a colleague who shares a substantive interest is always a good experience. We both felt that our ideas would sharpen and our own work improve because of this endeavor. We also quickly found that our work styles were compatible. This book is synthetic in nature, that is, it involved a great deal of thinking and discussing of topics but little new research. We decided we would only undertake it if we could complete the task over one summer—and only if we could do it while still finding time to chase that infuriating little ball around various golf courses. Now that is compatibility!


Thus, we present here our best thinking about why the two-party system in the United States has existed and should continue to exist. We know that many who will read this volume will not come to it with that predilection. We hope that grappling with the ideas in this book, coming to understand what has indeed been an enduring dilemma in American politics, will encourage students to think more deeply about how our system of government and politics works—and how they would like it to work.


Authors accumulate many debts in completing a book such as this. We would like to acknowledge the important contribution made by the members of the Dilemmas in American Politics Editorial Board, particularly Ruth Jones, who read the entire manuscript, provided the title, helped us to retain our focus, and even edited our prose. We would also like to thank Leo Wiegman, our editor at Westview Press for the first edition of this book, and his assistant, Adina Popescu. We also want to thank Steve Catalano, who has been the editor as this second edition has been produced.


Dawn DiBlasi, secretary to the Department of Government at Colby College, typed portions of the original manuscript as we dealt with two seemingly incompatible computer systems. Kendra Ammann, Alex Quigley, and Rebecca Ryan not only helped Maisel as research assistants but also read all of the manuscript with the careful eyes of students alert to what their peers look for in a text. We thank them all for their talents and efforts. For the second edition, Maisel thanks Brooke McNally, Oliver Sabot, and Kim Victor for their most effective and efficient work as research assistants. He is particularly grateful to Brooke, who managed the transition of material from the first edition to this one.


Finally, we dedicate this book to our wives. Each is an educator and has helped us incalculably as we have developed our own skills. Although our wives have never met each other—and neither of us met the other’s wife until after the first edition was completed—we both have seen as we have worked on this project how they each play the primary support role in our lives. This dedication is merely a small token to express how fortunate we are to have them as our partners.


John F. Bibby


L. Sandy Maisel
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Eugene V. Debs, the 1912 presidential nominee of the Socialist party, won six percent of the popular vote. This was the party’s greatest showing of electoral strength.




 


CITIZENS WERE NOT HAPPY with the choice between the Democratic candidate, Vice President Al Gore, and the Republican candidate, Texas governor George W. Bush, in the 2000 presidential election. Fewer than 50 percent of those eligible to vote bothered to turn up at the polls. According to a Shorenstein Center poll taken in December 1998, 45 percent of those polled expressed dissatisfaction with the two major party candidates and wanted a third alternative. But fewer than 5 percent of the voters chose any of the alternative party candidates running less than two years later. The showing of the Reform party, founded by Ross Perot, was so poor that it lost the federal funding it had achieved in the 1996 election. Ralph Nader’s Green party did not reach the 5 percent threshold necessary for federal funding in 2004, one of its stated goals.


American electoral politics have been dominated by two major parties for virtually all of this nation’s existence. Since the formation of the Republican party and the demise of the Whigs nearly a century and a half ago, either the Republicans or the Democrats have won every presidential election and controlled both houses of the U.S. Congress. Every state legislature except that of Nebraska, which is unique in that it has a unicameral, nonpartisan state legislature, is controlled by either the Democratic or the Republican party—and the other party is the only contender for power. Forty-eight of the fifty state governors serving in 2000 won election as either a Democrat or a Republican; Maine’s Angus King, an independent who ran without any party label, and Minnesota’s Jesse Ventura, who ran as a Reform party candidate but later left that organization, are the only exceptions.


But two-party politics is not written into the Constitution or into the laws of the land. Non-major party candidates have drawn serious media and voter attention in four of the six most recent presidential elections. In the 1992 election, Ross Perot led in the public opinion polls as late as only five months before the election, according to Gallup surveys; he eventually received approximately 20 percent of the vote, more than any non-major party candidate since former president Theodore Roosevelt bolted his Republican party to run in 1912 on the ticket of the Bull Moose Progressive party. In the 1990s, Republican and Democratic candidates for governor were beaten not only by King in Maine and Ventura in Minnesota but also by Lowell Weicker in Connecticut and Walter Hickel in Alaska, and media polling has consistently shown that voters express a distaste for the major parties and a longing for a “third-party” alternative (Collet, 1996a).


Thus, students of American politics have been faced with an enduring dilemma: Why two major parties—and not more? Why has the two-party system, with few variations, remained in place in almost every jurisdiction in this country since the original parties were formed nearly 200 years ago? Although other democracies around the world support the multiparty system, why have minor parties come and gone in American politics, always to leave two-party domination as our political modus operandi?


This dilemma has both an empirical and a normative dimension. First, students of elections in the United States need to be aware of why this pattern has persisted. What is it about the political context in this country, about the system of government, and about the laws that are in place that supports a two-party system and discourages the growth and persistence of additional parties? Despite an antiparty heritage from our founders and repeated expression of dissatisfaction with the two parties in place, why has the two-party system remained?


Perhaps more important—and more controversial—is the second dimension of the dilemma: Is the two-party system good or bad for the United States? Should those who are concerned about the health of this democracy seek changes that would encourage the growth and increased success of additional parties and their candidates? What would be the consequences of a three- or a multiparty system for the functioning of American democracy? Before one can begin to answer these questions, it is important to understand the role that political parties play in any democratic system of government.


Political parties are organizations that serve to link the general public to those who are in government. In the classic Athenian democracy, every citizen (of course, the Athenians had a very restrictive definition of “citizenship”) participated directly in making governmental decisions. In small towns in New England today, decisions are often made in town meetings, in which every citizen has a right to participate. But in a polity as large as the United States, all citizens cannot have their views heard directly. Parties bring scattered elements of the public together and define basic principles that unite them. They then work to elect public officials who will implement policies that reflect those principles.


Political parties are thus intermediaries between the citizens and the government. If they function well, they make it easier for citizens’ views to be converted into public policy. Various scholars have categorized the specific means that political parties use to perform this role. They aggregate the opinions and interests of different elements of society; they socialize new citizens into the political system; they recruit leaders to serve in the government; they compromise among competing demands among their followers; they contest elections that in turn legitimize the power of those in government; and they organize the government. To be sure, political parties are not the only organizations in democracies that perform these intermediating functions. Interest groups and the mass media are two others that come quickly to mind. But the role of parties is unique in that they structure the contest for office. Political parties nominate candidates for offices at all levels throughout the land; candidates run under those party labels; and citizens who support the political parties evaluate those candidates, in part at least, because of their affiliation with the political parties (see Bibby, 2000:7–18; Maisel, 2001:13–22).


Political parties make a particularly important contribution to citizen control of government. American government is incredibly complex, with a wide array of issues and many candidates for various offices at the national, state, and local levels. Even the most conscientious citizens can be overwhelmed while trying to become well informed before casting their votes on election day. Fortunately, voters can respond to the multitude of issues and candidates in terms of a few simple criteria and are not required to spend all of their available time studying politics.


Party labels enable voters to sort out the complexity of American politics by allowing them to vote for the candidates of their preferred party—the party that they believe is closer to their interests and beliefs. And because major elected officials all wear a party label, voters can also assign to the party in power either credit or, more likely, blame for the state of the union. Without party labels to help sort out and make sense of the issues and candidates, the average voter would be at sea with no compass for a guide in making election-day choices. Periodic elections that utilize party labels thus give the voters a chance to register their reaction to a party’s stewardship in office. Thus, Presidents Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton were rewarded with new four-year leases on the White House in 1984 and 1996, respectively, whereas Presidents Jimmy Carter (1980) and George Bush (1992) were forced to vacate 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue after only one term. Because voters can use party labels to assign credit and blame for government performance, political parties provide an essential means of making elected officials accountable to the citizens.


This discussion of the role of political parties implies the notion of a party system. In a democracy, if parties are to structure the contest for office, they must take each other into account. Party systems are characterized on two different axes. First, they differ from each other in terms of the number of parties effectively contesting for office. The American national system is a two-party system because only the Republicans and the Democrats are thought to have legitimate chances of victory in national elections. In countries with multiparty systems, more than two parties must take each other into account as they set strategies and appeal to the electorate. Party systems also differ in terms of the degree to which elections are competitive. For much of the twentieth century, the American South was not competitive, in that only Democrats had a real chance of winning. Nationally, however, the American system is generally classified as a competitive two-party system.


Few would argue that electoral competition is not beneficial in a democracy. But arguments certainly exist over whether a two-party system is preferable to a three-or a multiparty system. American citizens must reach a consensus on which aspects of our representative democracy are most important. How should interests be aggregated? Should they be aggregated more broadly, under the umbrellas of only two parties, with a great deal of compromise necessary to accommodate a range of interests within each party? Or should they be aggregated more narrowly, with more parties defining more specific policy alternatives, but with less room for compromise? Certainly, among the most important criteria one would use in evaluating a democracy would be the degree to which public policy represents the will of the governed and the extent to which government officials and their decisions are viewed as legitimate by the populace. How would a multiparty system impact on these aspects of American democracy? What other criteria should one consider, and how would change in the political system affect them?


In subsequent chapters we will turn to all of these questions. But the best place to begin exploring this dilemma is with an examination of third parties themselves. We all know that the major parties in the United States are the Democratic and Republican parties. But how many of us know that more than fifty different parties appeared on the ballot in one or more states in the 2000 election? When we think of a “third-party” alternative, do we mean the Libertarian party or the Right-to-Life party or the Socialist Workers party, each of which ran candidates for president and for a number of other offices in recent elections? What are the varieties of “third” parties, which are in fact often fourth, fifth, sixth, or higher-numbered parties in various elections? How do they fit into the dilemma we are exploring?


Varieties and Definitions of Third Parties


When most of us think about third parties in the United States, we think about “third-party” candidates for president. In the most recent elections, that has meant Ross Perot and Ralph Nader. But the 1992 and 1996 Perot campaigns and the 2000 Nader campaign were different on a number of counts, and those differences are important for our consideration.


In 1992 Perot presented himself as an alternative to the candidacies of then–President Bush and his Democratic challenger, Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas. Perot formed and funded his own organization, United We Stand America, and ran an extensive petition drive to win a place on the ballot in all fifty states. He was considered a threat to win the election, or at least to contend seriously for a top spot, and he was included in the major televised debates, essentially as an equal to Bush and Clinton. But there was no third “party” in an organizational sense. Perot the candidate was an alternative to the Republican and Democratic nominees, but United We Stand was not a party in the traditional sense of the word.


Political parties have a formal organizational structure and formal procedures; they contend for a variety of offices; they develop and present platforms that state their views on the issues of the day; they persist for a period of time and win the allegiance of followers because of their candidates, their issue positions, their records of achievement.1 Ross Perot, a flamboyant Texas billionaire, took advantage of popular dissatisfaction with the political system and the two leading candidates. The organization was the one he bought and paid for, and the procedures were those he chose to follow; he ran alone on a small number of issues that he championed; he came onto the scene quickly and built support because of his charisma and “plain-talkin’, roll-up-your-sleeves, and get-under-the-hood-and-fix-what’s-wrong” style. His organization showed none of the signs of an enduring party.


By 1996, however, some signs pointed to a different situation. In the interim, Perot had financed the formation of the Reform party; as a party it had qualified for the ballot in all fifty states. In order to do so, the Reform party had established at least the semblance of an organization, nationally and in the states; it had established procedures under which its candidates would be chosen. Although the party remained “Perot’s party,” others challenged his dominance; former Colorado governor Richard Lamm even challenged Perot for the party’s presidential nomination. At its national convention and at conventions in a number of states, the party adopted a platform, outlining its stand on a variety of issues. After winning the nomination, Perot agreed to accept federal funding under the provisions of the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA). Other candidates ran on the Reform party label in many states. Thus, the 1996 Perot campaign was a true, emerging third-party campaign in many respects.


Of course, the 1996 campaign was not as successful in terms of votes received and influence as Perot’s first effort had been. He never threatened President Clinton in the polls. The bipartisan Commission on Presidential Debates decided that he did not have a legitimate chance to win and excluded him from the televised debates. Perot did not dip endlessly into his own financial reserves and thus spent less than did the two major party candidates in the general election. He spent much of his time trying, unsuccessfully, to convince voters and opinion leaders that he was a serious contender. Although his 8.4 percent in 1996 still ranks him high among the third-party vote totals, it paled in comparison to his 1992 results. Nonetheless, by exceeding 5 percent in 1996, the Reform party was guaranteed funding under the provisions of the FECA for its candidate in 2000, albeit at a reduced level. In 2000, however, the Reform party standard-bearer, Pat Buchanan, polled so few votes that the party lost federal funding for the next presidential election (see Chapter 2).


One of the goals of the Green party in the 2000 election was to exceed the 5 percent threshold needed to be funded in 2004. Throughout the campaign it was clear that Ralph Nader, their candidate, was the most prominent alternative-party choice. However, his poll numbers never reached the level that would have had him included in presidential debates; his vote total fell far short of party expectations. Thus, by the standards applied to the Perot campaigns, Nader’s was not a success. If one looks at its impact on the outcome of the presidential race, however, some claim that Nader’s effort was more significant than even Perot’s in 1992. Because of the extreme closeness of the 2000 presidential contest between George Bush and Al Gore, particularly in a few pivotal states like Florida and New Hampshire, the Nader vote might well have made the difference.


Perot and Nader were not the only “third-party” candidates on the presidential ballot in 1992, 1996, or 2000. In 1996, Harry Browne, the Libertarian party candidate, appeared on all fifty state ballots; he polled nearly 500,000 votes. Ralph Nader, who ran on a number of different labels, all associated with the Green party, appeared on twenty-two state ballots and received write-in votes in fourteen other states. His vote total of nearly 700,000 included almost 250,000 votes in California alone. The Natural Law party candidate, Dr. John Hagelin, and the Taxpayers party standard-bearer, Howard Phillips, appeared on forty-four and thirty-nine state ballots, respectively, though their vote totals were lower than those of Nader or Browne.


In 2000, Browne was again the Libertarian party candidate, appearing on forty-nine state ballots and that of the District of Columbia. Pat Buchanan carried the Reform party banner, also on forty-nine state ballots. Hagelin, as the Natural Law party candidate and under a number of other labels, and Phillips, this time running as the Constitution party candidate, were again running for president, on the ballot in thirty-eight and thirty-one states, respectively. But none of these, or any of the other less “prominent” minor party candidates, polled even 1 percent of the vote, much less than the 5 percent threshold necessary to qualify for federal funds in the next presidential election cycle.


Interestingly, none of these alternative candidates was deemed as important by the media as the potential third-party candidates who did not run in the 1996 election. Early in that election campaign, a group of politicians discontented with their former political parties—King and Lowell Weicker (CT), who had won governorships without major party backing; Lamm, who had yet to announce his challenge to Perot; former U.S. senators and presidential hopefuls Gary Hart (CO) and Paul Tsongas (MA); retiring senator Bill Bradley (NJ); and retired congressman Tim Penny (MN)—toyed with the idea of forming a third political party. Their trial balloon was never launched. These men, who came to be known as the Gang of Seven, were experienced and practical enough to know that a new party could not be successful if it did not have a prominent candidate to lead the charge, and none of the luminaries they approached was willing to champion their effort.


Later in 1996, the retired chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, U.S. Army General Colin Powell, was touted as a potential candidate, as either a Republican or an independent. According to a Time/CNN poll, respondents rallying behind Powell favored an independent candidacy by about 3:2 over a Republican candidacy (Collet, 1996a); but Powell rejected all overtures and chose to return to the private sector instead. Speculation was rife as to why Powell had refused to run. His professed reason—that he could make a contribution in private life and chose to do so for a time at least—was undoubtedly true, but it also undoubtedly allowed him to avoid mentioning other reasons, including some that dealt with the willingness to undergo the tests and challenges of electoral campaigning, even outside the mantle of the major parties.


It is clear that merely having a choice is not a problem. Minor parties have a long history of running candidates for president. Table 1.1 lists the non-major parties that have held a place on presidential ballots in the last fourteen presidential elections, noting the years in which they ran candidates. What can be learned from this overview of candidates and potential candidates? First, in most recent elections, if the voters have been looking for a third-party alternative and have not been finding it, what they have really wanted is an alternative viable candidate.


These non-major party candidates who have run constitute four logical groupings. Consider first those who received the most publicity and the most votes: Henry A. Wallace and J. Strom Thurmond in 1948; George Wallace in 1968; John B. Anderson in 1980; Perot in 1992 and 1996. These were prominent individuals who were dissatisfied with the choices presented in the presidential elections and decided to offer themselves as alternatives. All save Perot had had earlier careers in one or the other of the major parties. George Wallace and John Anderson had contested for their party’s nomination in the year they ran for president; Strom Thurmond was the candidate of the states’ rights advocates who bolted from the 1948 Democratic convention over the civil rights plank in the party platform. In a sense these were all splinter candidacies, launched by candidates who tried to split a segment off from one of the major parties. This group can be subdivided as well: Thurmond and Wallace were essentially regional candidates, drawing on dissatisfaction in the South with the Democrats’ liberal stands on social issues, whereas the other three were national candidates, appealing for votes throughout the nation to those who shared their sense of dissatisfaction with the policies of the major parties.


TABLE 1.1 Non-Major Parties on Presidential Ballots, 1948-2000*
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Source: Congressional Quarterly’s Guide to U.S. Elections (Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1994), 3d ed., pp. 457–468. Various Congressional Quarterly sources.


*Xs equal one party of that name in the election. Numbers indicate that more than one party used the name to contest the election.
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