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As this book goes to press in December of 2000, the presidential race between Al
Gore and George W. Bush has apparently been decided in Governor Bush’s favor.
The final outcome of the election became apparent 36 days after votes were cast
on November 7, and was made final by a 5—4 decision of the United States
Supreme Court, which halted manual recounts in the state of Florida. The results
of the 2000 presidential election will be examined and re-examined by practicing
politicians, journalists, and academics alike for years to come. My purpose in this
foreword is to place the 2000 election in the theoretical context which motivates
this book: the aftermath of the Perot phenomenon of 1992 and 1996, and, more
generally, the role of third parties in U.S. electoral politics. Despite the fact that
minor party candidates, either individually or collectively, did not do as well as
Perot did in either 1992 or 1996 should not obscure the revealing, and perhaps
important, nature of contemporary electoral politics outside the two party system.

As T argue in the opening chapter of this collection, the main purpose of
minor party candidacies is not to gain office, but to advance a policy agenda.Third
parties in American politics typically measure their success by the extent to which
the major parties adopt their issues positions. In this sense of altering the course of
public policy, the Perot campaign in 1992 was partially successful in the sense of
achieving at least one of its policy objectives: deficit reduction. In his 1992 cam-
paign for president, Ross Perot characterized a large budget deficit as being similar
to “a crazy old aunt in the attic” whose presence no one wished to acknowledge.
In the presidential campaign of 2000, candidates Gore and Bush debated the
question of what to do with an ever-increasing budget surplus. Partially in
response to Perot’s strong showing in 1992, and his somewhat weaker but still
impressive importance in 1996, both parties advanced programs to reduce, and
eventually eliminate, the federal budget deficit. It is at least arguable that voters
who voted for Perot out of concern for the federal deficit cast extraordinarily
influential votes in 1992 and 1996.

The rest of Perot’s agenda did not fare as well. Perot’s concern with protect-
ing American jobs from foreign competition did not qualify for the political
agenda of 2000. No serious candidate for president from either party (George
Bush and John McCain for the Republicans, Al Gore and Bill Bradley for the

Xi
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Democrats) opposed free trade either in principle or in policy detail. Similarly,
Perot’s efforts to reform the political process did not bear fruit in 2000. As I write
this in the aftermath of Governor Bush’s narrow and contested victory, campaign
finance reform remains a mere aspiration for members of both major parties.
Further, while legislative term limits have been enacted in several states (perhaps
most notably, Florida), the momentum of the term limits movement appears to
have abated, as many recently elected citizen legislators have belatedly discovered
the benefits of experience and incumbency.

The successes and shortcomings of the Perot movement provide a backdrop
for the two most highly visible minor party candidacies of the 2000 election:
those of Pat Buchanan and Ralph Nader. Each of these political insurgents added
a central component of the Perot platform to his issue agenda: economic nation-
alism in the case of Buchanan, political reform in the case of Nader.

As the nominee of the Reform Party, which was Ross Perot’s most enduring
legacy, Buchanan did a great deal to destroy the Reform Party as a formal organi-
zation in U.S. politics. Based on Perot’s 9 per cent showing in the 1996 election,
the Reform Party qualified for nearly $13 million in federal funds. Buchanan’s
paltry showing of just under 1 per cent in 2000 ensures that the Reform Party
will not qualify for federal campaign funds in 2004.

Could Buchanan have done better? After all, he advanced a view of economic
nationalism, which was a crucial part of the Perot program, and, as noted earlier,
was not adopted by any candidate of the major parties. Moreover, as the chapter in
this volume by Simmons and Simmons shows, there still exists a constituency for
this approach to international trade. However, it seems clear that Buchanan
himself was an ineftective spokesman for this issue. I have conducted some prelim-
inary analyses of exit polls of Republican primaries in 1992 and 1996, and the
results of these studies suggest that Buchanan was perceived by the electorate
primarily in terms of conservatism on social issues. Indeed, in the GOP primary
contests of 1992 and 1996, the best predictor of a Buchanan vote was the respon-
dent’s attitude toward abortion. By contrast, in the 1996 primaries, Buchanan split
the votes of Republican economic protectionists almost evenly with Bob Dole.

In 2000, Buchanan ran a number of commercials on television and (espe-
cially) radio, in which he emphasized the importance of closing America’s borders
to unfair foreign competition, illegal immigrants, and illicit drugs. However, most
of these spots had a strong cultural component (one radio spot has a sound back-
ground of men laughing and speaking staccato Spanish) and did not directly
address the economic concerns of many blue-collar workers. To the (limited)
extent that such advertisements penetrated public consciousness, they may well
have reinforced Buchanan’s image as a cultural conservative, which stands in
contrast to Perot’s own social liberalism on such issues as abortion.

Conceivably, Buchanan could have made an impact with a strong, focused
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campaign from the cultural right, with a particular emphasis on the abortion issue.
At a minimum, such a campaign would have posed a strategic nightmare for
Governor Bush, who sought to de-emphasize the salience of divisive social issues.
Buchanan might well have drawn substantial support from voters who identify
with the Christian Right, some of whom may have felt abandoned by Governor
Bush. However, having won the nomination of the Reform Party after a divisive
convention, and having accepted the federal funding which Perot had earned in
the 1996 campaign, Buchanan apparently felt honor-bound to respect the plat-
form and constituency of his newly acquired party affiliation.

In a very general way, the presidential candidacy of Green Party candidate
Ralph Nader in 2000 reflected the populist message of political reform advanced
by Ross Perot in 1992 and 1996. Nader also expressed deep concerns about the
effects of “globalism” in economic affairs, but appears to have based these reserva-
tions on political, rather than economic, considerations. While Nader was clearly
concerned about protecting American jobs, his principal objection to economic
globalism seems to have been an opposition to making decision-making struc-
tures even more remote from the influence or understanding of the average citi-
zen. Organizations such as the International Monetary Fund or the World Trade
Organization are not directly accountable to American voters and represented to
Ralph Nader a further concentration of economic and political power.

Despite a rather dismal 2 per cent showing in the presidential election, it seems
likely that Ralph Nader did influence the outcome. While conclusive evidence for
this claim must await more systematic inquiry, the circumstantial case that Nader
cost Gore the presidency is rather impressive. If one makes the conservative
assumption that only half of Nader’s vote would have gone to Al Gore if Nader
had not been running, Nader seems to have cost Gore the states (and electoral votes)
of New Hampshire (four electoral votes) and Florida (twenty-five electoral votes).
Either of these states would have given Gore an Electoral College majority, and
therefore the presidency. Florida is a particularly egregious example. At this writ-
ing, Bush’s winning margin in Florida is listed at 193 votes, out of over six million
cast. In Florida, Nader received over 92,000 votes for President. Even a small frac-
tion of these votes would have permitted Gore to win Florida’s electoral votes.

Thus, if one assumes that even a plurality of Nader voters preferred Al Gore
to George W. Bush, the Nader candidacy seems a classic instance of the “wasted
vote” thesis. By voting for a minor party, a voter is effectively casting a vote for her
worst alternative. As many Democratic leaders put it in the closing days of the
2000 campaign, “A vote for Nader is a vote for Bush.”

Of course, rational choice theories of electoral behavior (discussed in more
detail in the first chapter of this volume) suggest that such an outcome may be
desirable for supporters of a minor party candidate, if the strategy of such voters is
future-oriented. That is, a Nader voter whose preference ordering was Nader-
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Gore-Bush may have intentionally advantaged Governor Bush, in an effort to per-
suade the Democratic Party to offer a more palatable candidate in 2004. However,
such an outcome in 2004 seems unlikely. While in principle Nader’s appeal could
coax a more “populist” candidate into the race for the Democratic presidential
nomination in 2004, it seems probable that strategic actors in the Democratic
Party (such as potential financial contributors, state and local party leaders, and
members of Congress) will understand that Nader’s impact on the 2000 election
was the result of the preposterous closeness of the race between the major party
candidates, and cannot be attributed to any mass appeal on the part of Ralph
Nader. Unlike Perot, who received nearly one vote in five in 1992, a repeat of
Nader’s performance in 2004 is only likely to effect the outcome under highly
unusual (indeed, perhap unique) circumstances which will almost certainly not be
repeated. It thus seems improbable that the electoral or governing strategies of
either major party will be affected by Nader’s performance in the 2000 Presi-
dential election.

In summary, minor party candidates occasionally perform an important
agenda-setting function in American politics. In the presidential elections of 1992
and 1996, the candidacy of H. Ross Perot was formidable indeed, and threatened
to affect the outcome of the race on both occasions.To a limited extent, Perot was
successful in forcing his issues on the national political agenda, and achieved some
success in persuading the major parties to adopt policies favored by his supporters.
By contrast, although echoes of the Perot agenda were discernable in the 2000
candidacies of Pat Buchanan and Ralph Nader, it seems unlikely that either will
affect the political agenda of the early twenty-first century. Despite the fact that
Nader may have altered the outcome of the 2000 election, it seems improbable
that the Nader candidacy will have any long-term impact on the Democratic
Party. To this degree, then, the Perot phenomena of 1992 and 1996 represents a
another instance of a recurring feature of electoral politics in the United States,
rather than a permanent change in the shape of the contemporary party system.

Ted G. Jelen
Las Vegas, Nevada
December 15, 2000



The Perot Campaigns in
Theoretical Perspective

Ted G. Jelen

he recent presidential campaigns of H. Ross Perot, and the subsequent
events surrounding Perot’s Reform Party, have posed political scientists
with a fascinating set of intellectual issues. In 1992, nearly one vote in five
in the presidential election was cast for Perot, making his showing the
strongest for a candidate from outside the two party system since 1912. Four years
later, Perot’s support was cut nearly in half, but he was still able to attract about 9
percent of the popular vote for president. Moreover, the Reform Party (the vehi-
cle for Perot’s candidacy in 1996) appears to have an enduring role in contempo-
rary American politics. In 1998, Reform candidate Jesse “The Body” Ventura (a
former professional wrestler) was elected governor of Minnesota, and has since
become a highly visible player in Reform Party politics. Further, the Reform
Party presidential nomination for the 2000 election has become the object of
vigorous competition. As 1 write this in the autumn of 1999, both former
Republican presidential contender Pat Buchanan and financier Donald Trump are
publicly considering seeking the Reform Party nomination. Thus, unlike other
third party movements in the twentieth century (Rosenstone et al. 1996), the Perot
movement, institutionalized in the Reform Party, may well survive the political
viability of its original candidate. Thus, several years after the fact, political scien-
tists and political pundits alike have not arrived at satisfactory accounts of the
Perot phenomenon, nor is there an appreciation of the long-term potential of the
movement Ross Perot appears to have put into motion.
This volume is intended to help explain Perot’s meteoric rise and precipitous
decline in contemporary American electoral politics, as well as the apparent
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persistence of the Reform movement into the twenty-first century. Perot’s unusual
success, and indeed, the very existence of Perot campaigns for the presidency, 1s
difficult to explain. Almost uniquely among Western democratic systems, the
United States is highly inhospitable to political challenges by movements that
originate from outside the two-party system. The purpose of this introductory
chapter is to review some of the formidable obstacles to American third-party
movements, and to attempt preliminary explanations for Perot’s ability to over-
come some (but not all) of these barriers.

Institutional Barriers

Among the most well-known and well-established generalizations in the social
sciences is “Duvergers Law,” which states that two party systems are likely to
develop in polities that use a single-member district, plurality system, such as that
found in the United States (Duverger 1963). Most political offices in the United
States are contested under plurality rules, in which the candidate receiving the
largest share of the popular vote is declared elected, even if that share falls below a
majority (50 percent).

It is not difficult to see why such an electoral system discourages third party
candidates. Presumably, a voter who is contemplating a vote for a candidate from
outside the two party system is likely to have a preference between the major
party candidates. As the chapters by Simmons and Simmons, Koch, and Mayer and
Wilcox show, Perot drew votes from both Democratic and Republican presiden-
tial candidates in 1992 and 1996. A voter whose first choice for president was
Ross Perot, but who preferred George Bush (in 1992) or Bob Dole (in 1996) to
Bill Clinton, was posed with something of a strategic dilemma: Does one cast a
vote for her first choice (Perot), if that vote would advantage this voter’s last
choice (Clinton)? Would it not make more sense to vote for the Republican
candidate, in an effort to deny the presidency to Bill Clinton? This dilemma, often
termed the “wasted vote” thesis, has been an extremely formidable obstacle to
minor party and independent candidates for most of American history.

The Electoral College, of course, magnifies the disadvantage under which
third parties must compete. Under the Electoral College system, a successful can-
didate for president must garner a majority of the electoral votes (currently 270 of
a possible 538). While, in principle, such a majority system might provide a minor
party candidate with an opportunity to create an Electoral College deadlock
(thereby requiring the president to be selected by the House of Representatives),
such leverage can only exist if the minor party candidate in question actually
received electoral votes. In most states (Maine and Nebraska are the exceptions),
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the state’s electoral votes are assigned on a “winner take all” basis to the candidate
receiving a plurality of the popular vote. Thus, in order to have any impact on the
electoral vote, a minor party candidate typically must finish first in at least one state.

This sort of Electoral College deadlock has not occurred in the twentieth
century. However, minor party candidates who have received electoral votes
include Robert LaFollette (1924), Strom Thurmond (1948), and George Wallace
(1968).! What these candidates have had in common is the fact that their popular
support was geographically concentrated (in Wisconsin for LaFollette, and in the
South for Thurmond and Wallace). Despite the fact that he ran better than any of
these three former third-party candidates in 1992, and ran better than either
LaFollette and Thurmond in 1996, Ross Perot received no electoral votes in
either election. While Perot was able to finish second in several states in 1992, in
no state did he obtain a popular vote plurality.

Thus, the practice of American elections tends to discourage both candidates
and supporters of third parties quite strongly. Given the winner take all nature of
elections in the United States, it is impossible for competitors from outside the
two party system to make gains that are both gradual and tangible. While it is
possible in principle for third parties to increase their popular support over a series
of elections, the lack of tangible rewards (in terms of the election of public offi-
cials) has tended to reduce the lifespan of third party movements in the twentieth
century.

Aside from the impact of electoral laws themselves, there are other institu-
tional barriers to third party success in American elections. One of these is differ-
ential ballot access. The mechanics of conducting elections in the United States
are generally regulated by state law, and no state or territory permits candidates to
have unrestricted access to the ballot. Typically, most states impose some combina-
tion of petition signatures and filing fees, which vary substantially across states
(Winger 1997; Dwyre and Kolodny 1997).While restrictions on ballot access have
generally become less burdensome since the Wallace campaign of 1968, the exis-
tence of fifty-one (fifty states plus the District of Columbia) separate sets of regu-
lations poses potential third party movements with a very high initial hurdle.
Candidates and parties from outside the two party system must commit substan-
tial resources to gaining admission to the electoral contest; something that is
granted automatically to the Democratic and Republican parties.

The chapter in this volume by Martin and Spang, which describes the mobi-
lization of the Virginia chapter of United We Stand, illustrates both the potential
and limitations of such grass-roots movements. On the plus side, gaining ballot
access did provide volunteers with an immediate, attainable goal in the early stages
of the 1992 electoral cycle. This sort of activity may have created a psychological
investment in the Perot campaigns, which could have sustained the commitment
of Perot supporters during difficult times (such as Perot’s untimely withdrawal in
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July 1992). Conversely, movements such as United We Stand are unlikely to be
popular with politically active citizens, who may have strong attachments to the
existing parties. Third parties are often required to recruit from the ranks of people
who are socially and politically isolated. The chapter by Gilbert, Johnson, Djupe,
and Peterson on the impact of religion on the Perot campaigns suggests that third-
party movements generally will lack the organizational support and political skills
that often characterize active church members (Verba, Scholzman, and Brady
1995).This point can be generalized. The most fertile recruiting ground for third
party supporters is likely to exist within those segments of the population that are
not strongly politically or socially engaged. However, such people are also likely to
lack the interest and skills necessary to participate in political activity.

Thus, the costs of admission to the electoral arena (in terms of time, money,
and energy) are higher for the supporters of third party candidates than for those
who support one of the two major parties. Moreover, these increased costs must
often be borne by people whose ability to incur them is rather limited.

Attempts to “reform” campaign finance in the post-Watergate era have also
limited the potential of some third-party movements. Under the regulations that
have been in place since 1976, presidential candidates affiliated with the major
parties are entitled to matching funds from the federal treasury during the
primary season, and are entitled to federal financing during the general election.
By contrast, the campaigns of John Anderson (in 1980) and Ross Perot in 1992
had to be financed privately (albeit under the same restrictions on fund raising
imposed on major party candidates) with the possibility of reimbursement by the
Federal Election Commission after the election. Further, the amount of such post
hoc support for relatively successful third party candidates (e.g., those who qualify
at all) is contingent on the level of electoral support such candidates receive.
Again, third-party candidates typically have fewer resources with which to gain
financial support, and must submit to more stringent requirements than those
imposed on the major parties (Dwyre and Kolodny 1997).

Finally, certain federal regulations have often limited the media coverage
available to third party candidates. Most conspicuously, third party candidates bear
a substantial burden in order to be included in presidential debates. For the 2000
electoral cycle, for example, presidential candidates must achieve support of 15
percent or greater in one of the major national polls to be included in televised
debates between presidential candidates (Clines 1999). Since these debates have
become pivotal events in the conduct of general election campaigns since 1976,
exclusion from debates can be a huge handicap for candidates from outside the
two party system. A candidate such as Ross Perot in 1996 is faced with something
of a Catch-22: In order to gain popular support, the candidate must participate in
debates; in order to participate in televised debates, the candidate must demon-
strate popular support.
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Given these barriers to third party success, how did Ross Perot manage to fare
as well as he did? It can easily be discerned that, despite the support of nearly one
voter in five in 1992, Perot was unable to overcome in any way the bias imposed by
the Electoral College. Despite a high expenditure of resources in two consecutive
elections, Perot did not obtain a single electoral vote. Nevertheless, Perot was able
to attract a very high level of support in 1992, and managed a fairly respectable
showing in 1996. It has been argued (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996) that, in
1992, Perot was able to overcome many of the traditional obstacles to third-party
success by using some of his substantial personal wealth. As the chapter by Kenneth
Nordin illustrates, Perot was able to purchase large segments of television time for
his “informercials” with his own personal fortune. Under the Supreme Court’s
1976 decision in Buckley v. Valeo, personal expenditures by candidates on their own
behalf cannot constitutionally be limited. Perot was apparently able to parlay the
investment of his own money into adroit use of “free” media (most notably,
frequent appearances on the Larry King show), which in turn generated sufficient
popular support to allow Perot to be included in the presidential debates. The
preceding discussion has suggested that third party candidates and movements face
formidable start-up costs in order to enter the electoral competition. Billionaire
Perot was able to bear these costs more easily than most other third party candi-
dates, and was thus able to attract a relatively large popular following.

In 1996, and perhaps in 2000 as well, Perot was able to take advantage of
some of the institutional provisions that have traditionally benefited the major
parties. While 1996 witnessed another extended struggle for ballot access for the
newly formed Reform Party, Perot himself qualified for (and accepted) $29
million in federal funds, based on his 1992 showing (Green and Binning 1997).
Based on Perot’s more limited demonstration of support in 1996, the Reform
Party candidate for president in 2000 will be eligible for approximately $12.6
million in federal subsidies, which will be available during the campaign (Clines
1999). While this total will be dwarfed by the subsidies available to the Demo-
cratic and Republican candidates for president, the $12.6 million may provide a
basis for garnering the popular support necessary to gain entrance to televised
presidential debates. Thus, in 2000, the Presidential nomination of the Reform
Party may well be worth having, since Perot’s previous efforts have paid some of
the start-up costs of third party activity in advance.

Strategic Considerations

Despite the impressive limitations on third party activity in the United States, the
presentation of alternatives to the two major parties is a frequently occurring
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feature of American politics (Rosenstone et al 1996). Indeed, to suggest that Perot
simply bought his way into contention in 1992 is to ignore features of the politi-
cal environment in the late twentieth century that made Perot’s approach particu-
larly appealing to an important and politically consequential segment of the
American electorate. While Perot’s personal resources were perhaps necessary to his
performance in the 1992 and 1996 elections, such resources would not have
been sufficient under difterent circumstances. Thus, important questions for
analysts of contemporary American electoral politics might be “Why Perot?” and
“Why now?”

William Riker (1976) has proposed a dynamic theory, which can account for
both the occurrence and decline of third parties in the United States. According
to Anthony Downs (1956), parties in two party systems tend to converge toward
the center of the left-right (or liberal-conservative continuum). As the major
parties (such as the Republicans and the Democrats) come to resemble one
another, voters on the extreme right or extreme left are likely to feel abandoned
by the party closest to them, and increasingly indifferent to the differences
between the two major parties. Thus, voters and candidates might well engage in
a rational “future-oriented” strategy, in which votes in a present election are
“wasted,” in order to bring one or both parties closer to the optimal position on
the extremes. As one of the major parties adapts to the challenge posed by the
third party, by moving closer to the third party’s positions, the rationale for the
existence of the third party becomes weaker, and fewer voters are likely to be
indifferent to the difference between the two major parties. Thus, in subsequent
elections, the third party is increasingly unlikely to attract electoral support, even
as its issue positions are adopted to some extent by the major parties.

At first glance, Riker’s theory seems unlikely to apply to the Perot move-
ment, since many accounts (including the Mayer and Wilcox piece in this volume)
have suggested that Perot voters were “zealots of the center,” who rejected the
more strident issue positions of both major parties (see especially Miller and
Shanks 1996). However, it does seem possible that, in the context of the 1992
election, it is the center of the liberal-conservative continuum that has been
vacated by the major parties. Downsian analysis suggests that the logic of two
party competition mandates that parties interested in electoral success will
converge toward the center of the political spectrum. However, if the ideological
movement of the Democrats and Republicans is constrained (perhaps by the
internal dynamics of each party), the parties may leave vacant the center.

A recent analysis by Shafer and Claggett (1995) suggests that this is precisely
what has happened in recent American politics. Schafer and Claggett have argued
that public opinion in the United States is characterized by “two majorities”: a
conservative majority on “cultural/moral issues” involving personal morality and
foreign affairs, and a liberal majority on issues pertaining to matters of economics.



