
Says University of Virginia government profes-
sor Larry J. Sabato:

There is no way to stop the flow of interested 
money and there will always be constitu-
tional ways around the restrictions enacted 
into law. What is so fundamental is that 
politics and government determine the allo-
cation of goods and values in society. Those 
goods and values are critical to the success 
or failure of hundreds of interest groups and 
millions of individuals. Those groups and 
individuals are going to spend the money to 
defend their interests, period.49

Third Parties and 
Independents
More Americans now identify themselves as 
politically independent than at any time in the 
past 75 years, according to a Pew Research 
Center survey conducted in 2012. Thirty-eight 
percent of Americans described themselves as 
independent, which was an increase from 32 
percent in 2008 and 30 percent in 2004.50 Now, 
political scientists will tell you that many if not 
most self-described independents actually tend 
to support one party or the other, but that begs 
the question: If millions of people are disen-
chanted with the Republican and Democratic 
parties, for a variety of reasons, why isn’t there 
more of a movement toward establishing a viable 
third, or minor, party as an alternative? Every 
election cycle seems to find more people dissat-
isfied with the major parties and more willing to 
identify themselves as independent.

Still, in 2012 there was nothing resembling a 
strong third-party movement in the presidential 
race. If anything, the opposite was true. An orga-
nization known as Americans Elect sought to cre-
ate a place for a strong third-party candidacy, 
spending $35 million on marketing, social media 
and other technology tools, and ballot access, and 
securing a spot on the ballots of 28 states by May 
2012. But it shut down its crusade that month, 
having been unable to persuade a viable candidate 
to run under its banner.51

In most other democracies, numerous parties 
exist, each with strong support. In countries such 
as Israel and Italy, the leading party typically does 
not have enough seats in parliament to construct 
a government on its own and has to enter into a 
coalition with other parties. That has never been 
the case in the United States, for a number of rea-
sons. Democrats and Republicans, as we have 
been exploring, have established wide networks 
of contacts and supporters—individuals and 
groups that have long loyalties to one party or the 
other. They have officeholders at all levels who 
can help with strategy and fundraising.

The major parties also have many other insti-
tutional advantages. For one thing, the United 
States favors a winner-take-all system in which 
the person who receives the most votes in a dis-
trict wins. In some countries, seats in the legisla-
ture are distributed on a percentage basis so that 
if a party gets 5 percent of the vote it receives 
about 5 percent of the total seats available. But if 
a party took only 5 percent of the vote across the 
United States, it probably would not win a seat 
anywhere. In 1992, Texas computer billionaire 
Ross Perot, the most successful third-party pres-
idential candidate in decades, took 19 percent of 
the vote but did not carry a single state.

For the 1996 presidential race, Perot established 
the Reform Party, which he called his gift to the 
American people. Perot used that gift himself, 
running for a second time but not doing nearly so 
well. He had a hard time getting on the ballot in 
some states—rules regarding ballot access differ 
across states and are often complicated. In the state 
of New York, for instance, a candidate must collect 
a certain number of signatures from each of the 
congressional districts to get on the ballot. Many 
candidates with more modest financial means 
than Perot’s have had difficulty gaining access to 
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State Party Fundraising Over Time
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Source: Data compiled from the National Institute for Money in State Politics, “Industry 
Influence,” 2013, http://www.followthemoney.org/industry-influence.
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