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The question I get more than any other about American politics is: The Democratic Party and the Republican Party both suck. Don't we need a third party to fix this?

If you think the problem with American politics is that there are ideas that are popular among voters but suppressed by the two major parties, then a third party could potentially help a lot. But if you think the problem with American politics is that Congress is gridlocked, the president seems powerless to do anything about it, and Americans are increasingly frustrated, then a third party might well make things worse.

The Case for a Third Party

Political scientist Ronald Rapaport wrote the book on third parties. Literally. It’s called Three’s a Crowd, because of course it is. And the key thing he found about third parties is that "they need some sort of unique agenda. There has to be a reason why you’re going to support a third party."

Third parties are a political weapon: they force the system to confront issues it might otherwise prefer to ignore.  [But most of the] third parties in America won’t work. The space for a third political party — if it exists — isn’t in Washington’s zone of elite agreement. It’s in the zones of popular agreement that elites have little patience for. America’s unaffiliated voters aren’t moderates. They are, by Washington’s standards, extremists — they’re just extreme in a way that blithely crosses left and right lines, then doubles back on itself again. They support single-payer health care and tax cuts. Or they’re against gay marriage but for a living wage. Or they're for open borders and cuts to social spending. Or they want a smaller military and sharp restrictions on abortions.

Futhermore, third parties tend to get co-opted, or “bought out” by the major parties. Bill Clinton was much more intent on reducing the deficit because [third party candidate Ross] Perot [in 1992] showed the issue’s power. By 1996 there wasn't much left for Perot and his party to do. Rapoport quotes historian Eric Hofstadter’s famous line on American third parties: They’re like bees. Once they’ve stung, they die.

The Problem with a Third Party President
America's two-party duopoly (definition: a “two-party” system) has been going on a long time. What's changed isn't that Washington is closed to new ideas. It's that it's closed to any ideas.
Could a third party break that deadlock? Probably not. In fact, it might well make it worse.

Imagine a third party that actually elects a new president. Right now, the basic problem in American politics is that one of the two major political parties has an interest in destroying the president. As incoming Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell said in 2010, "the single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president." Harsh, but true:: the single most important thing any minority political party wants to achieve is becoming the majority party. That's not because they're evil; it's because they believe being in the majority is the best way for them to do good. But the way for them to get there is to destroy the incumbent. Hence, the gridlock we see today.

A third-party president would change this in one big way: now both major political parties would have a direct incentive to destroy the president.

In fact, the reality of a third party is that the major party that agrees with it the most is also the most threatened by its existence. Think of Ralph Nader [a candidate for the Green Party in Election 2000] acting as a spoiler for Al Gore [who essentially took votes away from Gore and “gave” the election to George W. Bush]. No one in Congress is going to want to help a president whose success is a threat to their chance of ever being in the majority again.

The Problem With a Third Party in Congress

[OK, so a Third Party President won’t work. But how about a major third party in Congress?] Arguably, a third party could attack congressional gridlock at its source: by winning seats in Congress and then doing … something … to fix the chamber. But that something is hard to imagine.

"Everything in Congress is structured by the parties,” says Sarah Binder, a congressional scholar at the Brookings Institution. “If you want committee assignments, it’s the parties that control committee assignments. Unless you can displace a major party I don’t see how you get the toehold that gives you institutional power."

Rapoport didn't have much more of an answer. Third parties, he said, "are bad at process." They tend to be structured around a charismatic founder or a particular issue but, if they get far enough to actually wield power, they're ground to death by the byzantine institutions of American politics.

You can see that in Congress now, in fact. There are a number of third-party candidates serving in the Senate. Maine's Angus King, Vermont's Bernie Sanders, and Alaska's Lisa Murkowski were all elected as third-party candidates. But in order to wield any power they've allied themselves with one of the two major parties. Sanders and King caucus with the Democratic Party and vote like typical Democrats — indeed, Sanders is thinking about running for president as a Democrat. Murkowski caucuses with the Republican Party and votes like a Republican. Even when Congress has three parties, it really only has two.
If a third party did win seats in Congress and accepted less institutional power for more party coherence, it's hard to say what problems it would solve. Congress is driven by disagreement and an inability to compromise. A third party would simply add another set of disagreements and another group who could potentially block action to the mix.
