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The Jackass &
The Elephant
A division of the republic into two great parties
... is to be dreaded as the great political evil.
John Adams, 1780

A

MERICA HAS HAD A TWO-PARTY
political system almost since its inception.
In fact, the last president who was neither
a Democrat nor a Republican was Millard
Fillmore, who was unexpectedly elevated to
the office in 1850 when fellow Whig
Zachary Taylor died after consuming a bowl
of cherries washed down with iced—
probably contaminated—milk.
It would be nearly another hundred years
before milk would be routinely pasteuerized,
which was almost as long as it would take
for a third party candidate to win even a
single state in a national election. (American
Independent Party candidate George Wallace
somehow managed to win five in 1968.)
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The reasons for this manifestly undemocratic
state of affairs are many, but they can be
summed up by one simple fact: Neither of
the two major political parties, Democrat or
Republican, really want things to change.
The only American president who was
unaffiliated with any political party was the
first. Calling political parties “a frightful
despotism,” George Washington strongly
believed that political parties would divide
and destroy the politically immature country.
To his consternation, however, nascent
political parties were already forming even
before he left office in 1797, with Thomas
Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican Party
emerging as the leading opposition party to
Alexander Hamilton’s Federalists—who
slyly claimed Washington as their forebear.
(Ironically, Jefferson was also a noted partypooper, writing “If I could not go to heaven
but with a party, I would not go there at all.”)

Future president Martin van Buren was
instrumental in the formation of the current
Democratic Party in 1828 under Andrew
Jackson—as well as, unfortunately, our
current two party monopoly. Nicknamed the
‘Little Magician’ for his skill in exploiting
the corrupt ‘spoils system’, Van Buren
preferred stability over the unpredictability
of real democracy, and did much to ensure
that in the future both major political parties
would tend to favor the interests of the rich,
regardless of any lesser disagreements.
Jackson—known by his detractors as the
‘Jackass’—would come to symbolize the
party itself, represented by the now-familiar
donkey. (The Republican Party emerged
much later with the candidacy of Abraham
Lincoln, its elephant symbol first appearing
in an 1874 political cartoon depicting the
party as a giant, clumsy pachyderm, often
lumbering off in the wrong direction.)
The U.S. political system is set up for only
two major parties, because it awards seats in
both Congress and the presidency with a
‘winner-take-all’ method. (Since World War
II, no more than two out of Congress’s 535
members have been independents.) In 48 of
the 50 states, presidential candidates get
all of a state’s electoral votes simply by
winning a plurality of the vote in that state.
Despite the existence of numerous minor
political parties—everything from the
perennial Greens and Libertarians to New
York’s single-issue The Rent is Too Damn
High Party—the current system insures that
they are all kept perpetually marginalized.
This lack of electoral diversity helps to
explain why almost 50% of Americans
don’t even bother to vote. (Had the choice
been offered, the most popular candidate in
virtually every recent presidential election
would surely have been None of the Above.)

Third party candidates must pass a
daunting obstacle course of state and federal
requirements just to get on individual state
ballots, and federal election funding will be
denied them unless they managed to secure
a minimum 5% of the popular vote in a
previous election—a virtual ‘Catch-22.’
Ballot access requirements vary by state,
but are invariably prohibitively expensive
and time-consuming. And even if they
manage to get on the ballot in a few states,
third party candidates fail to secure the
media coverage and participation in
televised debates that has become essential
—often decisive—to getting elected.
(Presidential debates are organized by the
two major parties, with access rules that in
practice exclude third party candidates.)
Voters who might prefer a third party
candidate are dissuaded from casting their
ballot for them out of fear that they are
‘wasting their vote’, or more perversely,
helping ensure the election of the candidate
they least favor—as happened in the 2000
election when Ralph Nader’s Green Party
ensured the defeat of Democrat Al Gore.
The Electoral College’s ‘winner-take-all’
structure—originally intended to empower
the nation’s smaller states—now insures
that almost all of them are marginalized,
with a handful of ‘swing states’ typically
determining the outcome of most elections.
America is now the divided nation that
George Washington and the ‘Founding
Fathers’ greatly feared—and the crisis is
potentially existential, as entrenched
polarization is often the cause of civil wars.
‘His Accidency’ Millard Fillmore once
said, “May God save the country, for it is
evident that the people will not.” It should
be amply evident by now that politicians
cannot be counted on to save it, either. ◾

