Third Parties: Why Run?
In congressional races, underdogs abound, but why?
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Of all people, Allan Lichtman should have known better than to run for Congress.

An American University political historian who has accurately predicted every president since 1984, he understands the harsh realities of congressional elections: Outsiders rarely win, especially against incumbents.

He ran for Senate in Maryland in 2006 anyway. In the end, it got him another mortgage, which he used to lend his campaign $250,000, an arrest record for protesting his exclusion from a televised debate and exactly 1.2 percent of the vote.

“I’m still paying off the mortgage,” he said recently.

Every election cycle, congressional races across the country include candidates like Lichtman — long shots who know the odds but choose to run nonetheless. They are guided by hope and faith and, in some cases, ego. Some are Mr. Smith innocents [from the movie, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington] driven by the belief that American democracy confers a real chance. Others are hopefuls inspired by the Truman-defeats-Dewey upsets [from the iconic photograph in which a newspaper declared candidate Dewey the victor instead of the narrowly-elected Harry Truman].

In any given year, only a few congressional races are truly competitive. Why? the power of incumbency. The average reelection rate since 1990 is 87 percent for senators and 94 percent for members of the House. First-time winners tend to be candidates who were fortunate enough to have run for an open seat or who worked their way up through lower public offices, building name recognition, political connections and a fundraising base.

‘An insurgency’

Some candidates simply won’t admit how long the odds are and focus on how anything is possible, especially in the digital age, when even the most seasoned candidates can implode quickly.

Kristin Cabral, who is challenging Frank Wolf of Virginia’s 10th District in November 2012, is a former federal prosecutor who has never run for elected office before. Her opponent has been vanquishing challengers since he was first elected in 1981, the year Reagan took office as president. Wolf crushed his last challenger by 28 points, and as of June 30, his campaign had $456,000 in the bank, about eight times what Cabral had on hand.
Still, she fervently believes that career politicians such as Wolf aren’t doing right by the country and that bringing in non-politicians is the answer.

“Congress is broken,” Cabral said.

Asked why she believes she’ll beat Wolf, she said flatly, “Because he’s out of touch.”
Newcomer Ken Timmerman, a Republican who is taking on a 10-year incumbent in Maryland’s 8th Congressional District, said he also gives little consideration to forecasts.

“I don’t consider this an underdog campaign. I consider this an insurgency,” he said. “I’m going to win with votes of Democrats and independents.”

Rob Sobhani, a businessman who is running for U.S. Senate in Maryland as an independent, is so confident of his chances to unseat Benjamin L. Cardin (D) that he has spent more than $1.7 million of his own money.

The cash has allowed him to run television ads, even in the expensive Washington area market, which has raised his name recognition after a late entry into the race last month. The effect? A recent poll shows that Sobhani is in a dead heat for second place with Republican Dan Bongino, who has been campaigning for more than a year.

Sobhani is convinced that he’ll pull ahead by Election Day: “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be spending all this money.”

‘I’m contributing’

Not everyone is running to win.

“I expect to lose,” real estate agent Bruce Majors said cheerily after spending the better part of a recent afternoon hanging campaign signs in the heat. The Libertarian is challenging Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton, the District’s non-voting representative in the House. Rather than winning, his aim is to score at least 7,500 votes, the number needed to earn permanent ballot status for his party, which would spare future libertarians the hassle and expense of collecting signatures.

More so than any other group, third-party candidates have used losing campaigns to introduce new ideas into the mainstream, said Mark Rozell, a political analyst and public policy professor at George Mason University. The abolition of slavery, prohibition, women’s suffrage and the minimum wage all were advanced by such candidates. Others have used elections to draw attention to causes including campaign finance reform and the legalization of marijuana.

Mark Gibson, an independent candidate in Virginia’s 11th Congressional District, made his Web site himself, writes all his own news releases and has no staff. But he, too, has a cause aside from his platform, even if it is a little old-fashioned: democracy.

He defines himself as a centrist who sticks to the issues and maintains civility. True, he probably won’t win, but he thinks voters should still have a choice to pick someone who rejects all the finger pointing.

“That’s enough for me,” he said. “I think I’m contributing.”

So he’s set a goal different from most. Victory, as he’s defined it, is 10 percent of the vote.
