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by Ed Crane
When Bob Poole asked me to write a
piece supporting the Libertarian Party
for REASON, I thought to myself, “Is
this really necessary? Can there be
enough libertarians left who still do not
see the wisdom of supporting the
Libertarian Party-enough to justify
writing such an article?”
To be sure, there are some libertarians
who haven’t supported the LP and never
will. There are the Sam Konkins of the
movement who engage in sophomoric
fantasies about “counter-economics”
driving I.B.M. out of business. There are
the Bob LeFevres who would prefer to
have the State put us in chains before
seeing the movement engage in politics.
There are the Harry Browneouts who
would have us chuck it all in and repair
to our nearest freeze-dried retreat. And
there is the Royce-Tuccille-Rohrabacher
syndrome: those individuals who lust for
“big-time” politics and the chance to
relate a conversation with a real Congressperson.

But most libertarians are serious about
their philosophy and mature in their
assessment of how best to promote it. It
is therefore hard for me to conceive of a
libertarian not being able to determine
from the record the strategic importance
of the LP. I write this article, then, more
for those individuals who are new to the
movement than I do for those veterans
who still need convincing.
INITIAZ, RESERVATIONS

When talk of a libertarian party first
surfaced, there were two main reservations expressed. The first was the
concern that involvement in electoral
politics would lead inevitably to compromise of our principles. The second,
expressed by Murray Rothbard and
others, was that the project was premature. There was, they thought, no
point in advertising to the world how few
libertarians there were. Those predictions, it seems to me, have not turned out
to be correct.

What the Libertarian Party
has achieved in only a few years
is little short of phenomenal.
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Those who feared a dilution or compromise of principles should make a
comparison of the Libertarian Party
platforms of 1972, 1974 and 1976. They
SHOW a steady progression toward a more
hard-line libertarian position in virtually
all of the planks. Whether the subject is
foreign policy, victimless crime, or

LP platforms since 1972
show a steady progression
toward amore hard-line
libertarian position.
regulation of commerce, the libertarian
point of view has been well thought out
and forthrightly stated in the 1976 LP
platform.
It’s worth noting, incidentally, that our
platform represents, in itself, a remarkable political achievement. One of the
things the delegates to the first LP
convention in Denver came to realize was
the intricacy involved in applying
libertarian principles to the issues of the
day. Political theory is complex regardless of how straightforward one’s principles may be. Over the years, the LP
platform has been refined to the point
where its 44 planks now represent the
clearest statement of the libertarian
position on public policy issues to be
found anywhere. I do not believe it is presumptuous to call it the best political
platform in the history of the United
States.
Well, then, if the platform has not
compromised libertarian principles,
what about our candidates? Here the
temptation to “bend” our principles to
accommodate the voter is greatest. Yet
our experience has been that LP
candidates are uniformly uncompromising. Most of them consider it an honor to
be representing the LP and to have an
opportunity to promote libertarianism.
Perhaps the uncompromising nature
of the Libertarian Party first manifested
itself at the 1974 Convention in Dallas
when I ran against Eric Scott Royce for
national chairperson. Royce had said he
had decided to run because I had made
comments
critical
of
militaristconservative Steve Symms which, he
claimed, exposed my unwillingness to
“broaden the base” of the LP. Well,
Royce and his “base-broadened’ went
down to a better than four-to-one
defeat-all the more amazing when my
basic misanthropic nature is taken into
account. Mr. Royce’s enthusiasm for the
LP, I hear, has since waned.
As for the second concern, that we
would embarrass ourselves by becoming
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a minor minor party, one need only look
to the 1976 presidential election. The
Libertarian Party, in just four years,
came from nowhere to become the third
most popular party in the nation. We
beat all of the other minor parties-left
wing, right wing and any other wing one
might care to mention. Say what you will
about our vote totals (and I’ll say more a
bit later), the fact remains: we’re number
three!
I contend, therefore, that the serious
objections raised at the time of the
founding of the LP were unwarranted. Let
us turn, then, to the arguments put forth
in favor of a libertarian party. Those
arguments are as valid today as they were
then.

them by offering watered-down substitutes. (To greatly oversimplify the
situation, the same can be said of liberals
in the area of foreign policy. They have
always accepted the basically conservative view of the United States as world
policeman,)
This was the great insight of Dave
Nolan and the others who founded the
Libertarian Party. They recognized that
it was futile to work within the
Democratic or Republican party. An ad
hoc victory on this issue or that meant
nothing ’ if the statist juggernaut kept
chugging along. Trying to make those
parties libertarian was and is an effort
doomed to failure. To work outside the
two-party system in an attempt to create
a new paradigm may not guarantee
WHY THE LP?
success-indeed, the odds against sucIt is an unfortunate fact of American cess remain quite high-but
at least
life-but nonetheless a fact-that the there is a chance of prevailing.
overwhelming majority of people do not
think about political issues and the NEED FOR A MOVEMENT
intervention of government into their
What is needed, then, is a libertarian
lives except within the context of movement, something to tie all efforts to
elections and party politics. To get create a free society-whether in elecpeople to change their minds, you must toral politics or outside of it-into
a
first get their attention. All of the coherent force for social change. People
rhetoric in the world is useless unless outside of the movement must be made
someone is listening to what is being aware of the existence of a fully
said.
integrated political philosophy that
The Libertarian Party provides an offers alternatives to some of the major
excellent vehicle for getting the liber- institutions of our society. People within
tarian message across. Newspapers write the movement must become aware of its
articles about libertarianism. Radio and various elements and develop a selftelevision talk-show hosts have LP conscious involvement in it. I’m not
candidates as guests. Civic organizations, talking here about some kind of “group
universities and other public forums mind,” but rather a simple recognition of
invite our spokespersons to present their the fact that liberty is indivisible and that
ideas. In short, doors open to libertarian the various struggles for human liberty
ideas that would be firmly shut were must be unified behind a movement
there no Libertarian Party.
presenting a new paradigm.
The Libertarian Party has succeeded,
Now, this is a very good thing, and I
don’t see how a libertarian can argue beyond at least my wildest imaginings, in
otherwise. How can we change the creating this vital sense of a movement.
dominant philosophicaVpolitica1 trends No other libertarian organization has
in our society if we’re not in a position to come close to matching the LP in this
regard. We have put libertarians in touch
make known the alternative we favor?
This brings up a point of immense with one another in all parts of the
importance. Thinking in our society is
dominated by a statist paradigm. In this
society, the government routinely, even
casually, tramples individual rights in Doors open to liberthe name of “the common good” or some tarian ideas that would
other euphemism for totalitarianism. We
cannot break that paradigm by piece- be firmly shut were there
meal attacks on its infinite manifesta- no Libertarian
tions. We can break it only by offering an
alternative paradigm, a completely independent and all-encompassing view of country. We have put libertarians to
the nature of man as a political animal.
work promoting our philosophy in every
The utter failure of conservatism to be state in the nation. We have put
an effective political force is a direct libertarianism on the political map in
result of the failure of its leaders to America.
recognize this point. Conservatives inA list of specific accomplishments of
variably accept the premises underlying the Libertarian Party is impressive. The
liberal domestic programs and “attack” LP has produced professional, attractive,

Party.

promotional material that includes eight
fine-tuning they have given their
excellent position papers. Over two
ideology in so few years, that the Libmillion pieces of this literature have been
ertarians’ commitment to an undiluted
distributed. In the recent presidential
human freedom is singularly impresselection, the LP aired eight five-minute,
ive.”- Washington Post
prime-time network television ads which 0 “Already the Libertarian Party looks
reached audiences of 10 to 20 million.
upon itself as the natural successor to
Through its Young Libertarian Alliance,
the Republican Party. Its gains over
the LP has established contacts on over
the last four years suggest that its
250 campuses. On many campuses, the
boast is not wholly grounded in wishful
YLA is by far the most active political
thinking.”-Chicago Tribune
a “The Libertarian Party is one of the
group.
The Libertarian Party has served as a
most interesting-and
the fastest
rallying point for all elements of the
growing-new parties on the American
movement. It is significant that such
can political spectrum.”-The Progressive
notables as John Hospers, Murray
Rothbard, Peter Breggin, Ron Paul, 0 “Original thought in the 1976 campaign has come not from the major
Nathaniel Branden,
Bob Nozick,
Thomas Szasz and Karl Brunner all
parties but from Gene McCarthy and
think the party is an important vehicle
the Libertarian candidate Roger Macfor furthering libertarianism and worth
Bride. ”-Seattle Post-Zntelligencer
devoting time to.
As I said, this is just a sampling of the
commentary on the LP which is reaching
PWSS COVERAGE
millions of people. When or where else in
The media coverage garnered by the the history of the movement has such
Libertarian Party, particularly in the past publicity been generated?
two years, has been phenomenal. LiteralTwo of the above quotations relate to a
ly thousands of newspaper articles have point I made earlier. Commentators
been written about the LP, our spokes- seem intrigued by the fact that we are
persons have appeared on hundreds of appealing to people who were formerly
radio and television shows and each of on the left and the right-to conservathe three television networks has carried tives and liberals. Yet the LP’s support
several news items on the party. For the does not come from people who now hold
widely divergent points of view. It is not a
jerry-built coalition. Instead, our early
represents the first crack in that
a coverage gar- support
statist paradigm I spoke of.

the Libertarian

phenomenal.
most part, this media coverage has been
objective, in-depth and (surprisingly?)
favorable. Consider this small samdine:
“For the overtaxed, overreghatcd,
overburdened and underpowered millions of the American middle class,
Libertarians are the only people worth
voting for.”-Nicholas von Hoffman,
Washington Post
“Libertarianism has surfaced in this
election year as an ideology matched to
the mood of many disgruntled Americans. The Party’s slogan, Legalize
Freedom, gives Libertarians a unique
appeal on both the right and the
left.”-Newmeek
“MacBride’s views are like fresh
air-almost like straight oxygen-and
he has been winning converts from the
liberal and conservative camps at a
surprising rate.” - The National
Observer
“It is in the area of detail, in the

THOSE VOTE TOTALS
This is an important point to consider
when viewing our presidential election
results. Many people (including our
candidate) were hoping for a sevenfigure total. Despite the excellent relative
finish, those people seemed disappointed
with the absolute vote count. Now it’s
obvious that the well-publicized closeness of the Ford-Carter race held our
vote total down as well as the totals for all
other minor candidates. But that was not
the main reason we didn’t receive
significantly more votes. What critics of
the nearly 200,(poo votes the LP received
(mutually exclusive votes for all LP
candidates totaled about one million)
overlook is the fact that there is no
ready-made constituency for the LP. We
have had to carve out our own, starting
from scratch, and I’d say we’re doing a
damn good job of it.
If, with the energy, skill and motivation LP members demonstrated in the
1976 campaign, we had undertaken to
start a new liberal or conservative third
party, our vote totals would have been
much, much greater. That’s because
there are tens of millions of strong
liberals and strong conservatives in the

American electorate. We could have
parlayed those already commited partisans into some pretty snappy vote totals.
But the purpose of the Libertarian Party
is not simply to get votes, it’s to get votes
for liberty. The nature of the particular
political environment in which we find
ourselves in the United States is such
that getting libertarian votes is going to
be a much more difficult process than
getting votes for one of the interventionist points of view.
Nobody said it was going to be easy.
But are our memories so short that the
1976 LP vote totals are not clearly a
cause for celebration? When the party
was first started, people would look at
you blankly if you mentioned the word
“libertarian.” Or they would say,

There is no ready-made
constituency for the
LP-we have had to carve
out our own, starting from
scratch.
“Libertine who?,” or “Why in the world
should librarians get involved in politics?” As the saying goes, “We’ve come a
long way, baby,” and it’s unfortunate
that some members of the movement
don’t seem to appreciate that fact.
Perhaps we’ve come so far so fast that
expectations have grown to unrealistic
proportions.
It’s not my intention to sound too
defensive about the LP’s 1976 results,
either. Overall, the results were good and
in some instances they were terrific. In
the presidential race, we got six percent
of the statewide vote in Alaska and 12
percent in Fairbanks! In dozens of
counties across the nation, both rural
and urban, we received over two percent
of the presidential vote. That is a clear
indication that we already possess
balance-of-power potential at the national level.
Indeed, in many state and local races,
our candidates were the balance of
power. In Arizona, one of our candidates
received 15 percent in a three-way race.
Several others, particularly in the West,
received over five percent in three-way
contests. In a state legislative race in
Idaho, the LP candidate received 31
percent of the vote. One can take
statistics and prove pretty much whatever one desires, of course, and there
were several races in which the LP results
were disappointing. My point here is
simply that we did quite well on the
whole, given our stubborn insistence on
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government the Republicans were proposing to establish. Indeed, its whole
point was to damn ideology and praise
political power. The Democrats, of
course, are guided by an identical motivation. Anyone with an I.Q. above room
temperature must have been struck by
the fact that during the Presidential
“debates,” there was not one single
solitary substantive difference of opinion
between Ford and Carter.
Both major parties have become
increasingly statist during the past two
decades. Both have developed rather
refined platforms of corporate fascism
which are indistinguishable but for
minor differences over whose liberties
should next be usurped. The minority
wings of either party offer little comfort.
Ronald Reagan brings a “win one for
Perhaps we’ve come
the Gipper” mentality to foreign policyso far so
that expecta- he’s actually come out in favor of
stepping up the arms race-and
has a
tions have grown
thoroughly confused view of the free
realistic proportions.
market. Campaigning in Wisconsin he
said he would have to do some research
before he could state his position on milk
I find the claim that the movement’s price supports. The liberal wing of the
resources are wasted on political cam- Democratic Party is egalitarian if not
paigns somewhat bizarre. First of all, outright socialist. It would nationalize all
before there was a Libertarian Party, the of our major industries tomorrow and
movement did not have anywhere near accelerate the redistribution of wealth
the money it has now. This is simply from the private sector to the public
because the success of the Libertarian sector. For a libertarian to work within
Party drew people’s attention to the one of the major parties is both naive and
reasonableness of an investment now in a a serious misallocation of the movefuture free society. Secondly, to call ment’s limited resources.
spending on an election campaign wasteful or inefficient implies that some omni- MINORPARTIES AND
potent planner’s view of how best to LOBBYING GROUPS
With the exception of the LP, the
allocate resources should govern. Such
thinking certainly has no place in liber- existing minor parties offer no opportunities. On the left the only semitarian circles.
reasonable party to appear in years was
. CONSIDER THE ALTERNATIVES
the Peace and Freedom party, which
A final point to consider concerns the seemed to die when the Vietnam War
alternatives to working through the came to an end. The other leftist parties
Libertarian Party which are available to are explicitly socialist.
us. (Obviously the scholarly work that is
On the right, there are virtually no
being done to broaden the theoretical viable minor parties. The American
and philosophical foundations of liber- Party is more of a religious sect than a
tarianism is of fundamental importance. political party. When George Wallace
But, thank God, we all can’t be scholars.) rejoined the Democrats, the American
The alternatives to the LP that exist in Independent Party collapsed. Talk of a
the realm of politics and public policy are new conservative third party seems little
limited to (1) working within the more than wishful thinking on the part of
Republican or Democratic party, (2) a few wealthy conservatives. If Bill
supporting an existing minor party, or (3) Rusher’s book, The Making of a New
devoting one’s energy to special interest Majority Party, is any indication, such a
lobbying groups.
party would only increase the power of
It seems to me that the major party the State. Rusher’s book should have
route is patently hopeless. Some time ago been subtitled, “A Blueprint for Fasthe official organ of the Republican cism.”
That leaves the non-LP libertarian
Party, First Monday, editorialized, “The
purpose of the Republican Party is to activists with only the multitude of
establish government.” Nowhere in the political lobbying groups to work with.
lengthy editorial could one find a single Some of these groups, such as the
statement concerning which kind of Campaign to Stop Government Spying,
sticking to principle and often saying
things we knew would not be popular.
It is, moreover, simply wrongheaded to
view the success or failure of the Libertarian Party merely in terms of votes.
Education has always been a prime
objective of the party, and expenditures
made in 1976 were intended for that
purpose as much ‘as any other. If the
Center for Libertarian Studies or the
Cat0 Institute publishes policy papers
which demonstrate the inefficacy and
immorality of government intervention,
do we analyze their worth in terms of
votes? Of course not. And so it should be
with the educational efforts of the Libertarian Party.

fast

to un-

10 REASONlAUGUST 1977

are worthwhile. Most, if you scratch the
surface, are not. Typical is the National
Right to Work Committee, which might
plausibly be of interest to libertarians. A
close examination reveals that it is
nothing more than a tool of the corporate
statists who want to replace repressive
legislation preventing “open shop” labor
arrangements with repressive legislation
preventing voluntary “union shop” labor
agreements.
The major drawback to working with
this type of ad hoc lobbying organization
is that it adds little to the development of
a libertarian movement. Given our
resources at present, I believe most of our
efforts should be directed toward achieving libertarian goals through libertarian
organizations. The Libertarian Party is
clearly the best organization available for
creating this important sense of a
movement.
As Murray Rothbard wrote in the
June, 1973 issue of the Libertarian
Forum, “The point is that none of us
libertarians sought out politics. Politics
has been thrust upon us by the State
apparatus, and it is absurd for us not to
use the political choices we are allowed to
have, to help in the rollback and eventual
abolition of politics and political intervention in our lives.”
I’m certain the Libertarian Party will
continue to grow and prosper and, along
with it, so will the libertarian movement.
So long as we avoid opportunism,
gradualism, and compromise, we will
succeed. Let us hold our principles high,
never allow ourselves to be intimidated
by the pomp and circumstance of the
State, and we shall see the movement for
human liberty flourish in our lifetimes.

Edward H. Crane, Ill holds a B.S. in
finance from the University of California
at Berkeley. Chairman of the Libertarian
Party from 1974 until mid-1977, Crane is
now the director of the Cat0 Institute in
San Francisco.

LP Failure
Continued from p. 14.

Many of these candidates introduced
completely new issues to the American
political scene. Their platforms ranged
from exposing the Rockefellers as the
real murderers of John F. Kennedy, to an
LBJ-style war on constipation; from
restoring patriotism by compelling everyone to get a marine-style haircut, to
establishing contact with Martians.
There was one candidate who claimed to
be the reincarnation of Abe Lincoln, and
another who insisted that he was most
qualified to serve in the White House
because he is closer to God than is
anyone else on earth. There was at least
one presidential hopeful who conversed
with angels, and another running under
a pseudonym who explained, “My real
name wouldn’t mean anything anyway
because I am generally unknown.” While
most such people probably recognized
that they were, at best, dark-horse contenders, some undoubtedly felt like the
woman who, at the outset of a projected
7,000-mile campaign trip on a bicycle,
remarked: ‘‘I have a knack for politics.
This thing could take off like a comet.”
Like it or not, many commentators
tended to lump the Libertarian Party
with such eccentrics, and many others
considered the LP only in conjunction
with such outfits as the thoroughly
looney U.S.Labor Party. They viewed the
LP as irrelevant to serious politics in
America today; and there is, I am afraid,
a fair amount of evidence to support such
a conclusion, postelection pronouncements by Murray Rothbard and some
other prominent libertarian figures
about how well the LP ticket fared
notwithstanding. The latter inform us
that MacBride and Bergland ran fourth
nationwide, first among the minor
parties, making the LP the third biggest
party in America, etc., etc.

LP FACTS AND FIGURES
Viewed more closely, however, particularly in a historical context, MacBride’s “achievement” appears a dubious one at best. On at least 35 occasions
since 1900, independent candidates or
other minor parties’ national tickets have
drawn a higher percentage of the vote
than MacBride did on election day. That
includes the Communists on one occasion, the Socialist Laborites on three, the
Prohibitionists on six, and the Socialists
on eleven. In terms of total number of
votes, MacBride finished last behind 23
other national tickets during the same
period. He attracted fewer than 200,000

voters, less than one for every mile
traveled during the campaign since
January 1976 alone. His total represented
not one percent of the national vote, not
half of one percent, but about 22/100 of
one percent of the national figure. Being
number-one minor party in a league of
even bigger losers than that is surely
nothing to brag about. The LP total
appears even bleaker upon review of the
vote figures, often ludicrously high,
projected for the ticket by LP leaders and
MacBride himself during 1975 and ’76.
It can, of course, be argued that
MacBride’s total would have been larger
had the Ford-Carter race not been so
close. That may well be the case,
although we can question precisely how
much larger a vote he could have
garnered (or how much of the vote
MacBride did receive, for that matter) or
whether the vote would have reflected
any real understanding of or serious
support for libertarianism. I suspect that
under the most optimistic circumstances
Roger might conceivably have doubled
his actual 1976 total. Of course, such an
increase would largely have reflected
the disgruntled, anti-Ford conservatives

whose commitment to the party and its
principles would be tenuous at best. The
closeness of the national election, too,
was a relative thing. A number of states
seemed almost certain to fall into either
the Ford or Carter camp on election day.
In such places, “throwaway” votes
appeared a practical alternative to
Reaganite and other disgruntled voters;
and the MacBride figures probably
reflect roughly what he would have
polled under the best of conditions.
As another reason for optimism, LP
leaders point to MacBride’s vote in
Alaska, the only state in which he made a
credible showing (6,773 votes, 5.5
percent). The LP total there should be
seen, however, as a reflection of the
state’s traditional disaffected vote, not as
an endorsement of Roger or of libertarianism in caribou country. MacBride
was the only perceptible right-wing-style
alternative to Ford and Carter on the
ballot in a state that generally casts
several thousand ballots for a “conservative alternative.” Thus, MacBride simply
drew a portion of the vote cast in
previous elections for candidates such as
Wallace (10,024 votes, 12.1 percent),

PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL NAB18 AL VOTE (1900-1976)

Percentage

Candidate

Vear

Party

Roosevelt
LaFollette
Wallace
Debs
Debs
Benson
Debs
Debs
Thurmond
Wallace
Thomas
Lemke
Swallow
Chafin
Woolley
Schmitz
Chafin
Hanley
Christenson
McCarthy
Watson
Thomas
Watkins
Debs
Reynolds
Hisgen
Thomas
Barker
Faubus
Malloney
Thomas
Foster
Corregon
Hallinen
Thomas
MacBride

1912
1924
1968
1912
1920
1916
1904
1908
1948
1948
1932
1936
1904
1908
1900
1972
1912
1916
1920
1976
19041
1928
1920
1900
1928
1908
1936
1900
1960
1900
1948
1932
1904
1952
1940
1976

Progressive
Progressive
American
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
States Rts. Dem.
Progressive
Socialist
Union
Prohibition
Prohibition
Prohibition
American
Prohibition
Prohibition
Farmer-Labor
Independent
Populist
Socialist
Prohibition
Socialist
Socialist Labor
Independence
Socialist
Populist
Natl. States Rts.
Socialist Labor
Socialist
Communist
Socialist Labor
Progressive
Socialist
Libertarian

27.39
16.56
13.53
5.99
3.42
3.18
2.98
2.82
2.40
2.38
2.22
1.96
1.91
1.70
1.50
1.40
1.38
1.19
.99
.91
.84
.72
.70
.62
.60
.55
.41
.36
.30
.29
.29
.26
.25
.23
.23
.22
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Schmitz (6,903 votes, 7.3 percent), and
1974 Alaska Independence Party gubernatorial nominee Joseph VogIer (4,719
votes, 4.9 percent).
Turning to New York, a state where
the LP has been more active and well
organized than in most of the rest of the
United States, the party’s most recent
vote totals show no real gain over those of
past years. In 1976 MacBride polled
12,197 votes for president there, while
FLP Senate nominee Marty Nixon
10,943. Compare these figures to those
for 1974 FLP gubernatorial nominee
Jerry Tuccille and 1973 FLP New York
City mayoral candidate Fran Youngstein-10,200 and 8,818, respectively. Is
the LP really making progress toward
victory, as its proponents claim?
Examine some additional figures. The
five-year-old LP ran some 200 candidates
for Federal, state, and local office
nationwide last year. Forget that this
comes out to roughly one office at every
level contested per two Congressional
districts. Compare the LP figure with the
fact that in 1912 the Socialist Party could
boast not 200 or even 1,OOO candidates,
but 1,200 elected ofJicials, including
state legislators and 79 mayors. That
year their presidential ticket polled over
900,OOO votes, or six percent of the
national total. And the Socialists were
not just winning local elections in
backwater towns like Brookneal, Vir-

ginia. During that period they also
elected mayors in places like Minneapolis, Butte, Schenectady, and several
other medium-to-large-sized cities. The
SP managed to send two of its members
to Congress, and in one stateNevada
-it came remarkably close to electing a
U.S. Senator.
Now that is a third party. In other
words, one that is capable of actually
contesting power in some places with the
big boys. The LP, by comparison, is a
very minor party by any objective
assessment; it has a long way to go before
it can even seriously lay claim to the label
“third” party, much less to political
credibility.
Given a few more years, the LP could
conceivably elect itself a handful of local
officials and even some state legislators.
As LP officials are quick to point out, a
few local party candidates drew quite
respectable vote totals last November.
What they fail to mention, however, is
that such cases generally involved a
two-way race where the LP contender
simply attracted the anti-incumbent or
anti-incumbent-party vote, indicating
that the noncontesting opposition party
probably made an error in judgment by
not filing someone for the ofice. In a
three-way race in the same district, most
such LP nominees’ totals would have
been drastically lower. An example of
this sort of problem is the 1976 Utah

NUMBER CARRIED (1900-1976)
Candidate

Year

Party

Roosevelt
Wallace
Thurmond
LaFollette

1912
1968
1948
1924

Progressive
American
States Rts. Dem.
Progressive

Number of States
6
5
4
1

NUMBER OF ELECTORAL VOTES RECEIVED (1900-1976)

1. For President
Roosevelt
Wallace
Thurmond
Byrd
LaFollette
Hospers
Jones
Reagan

1912
1968
1948
1960
1924
1972
1956
1976

Progressive
American
States Rts. Dem.

_____--_

Progressive
Libertarian

_____-__-------

88
46
39
15
13
1
1
1

2. For Vice President
Johnson
LeMay
Wright
Thurmond
WQeeler
Goldwater
Nathan
Talmadge
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1912
1968
1948
1960
1924
1960
1972
1956

Progressive
American
States Rts. Dem.

_-------

Progressive
____-___
Libertarian

88
46
39
14
13
1
1
1

Senate race. Early polls showed the LP
contender receiving as much as 10
percent of the vote. Once the Republican
situation cleared up, however, with
ultraconservative Orrin Hatch, the eventual victor, winning the GOP primary,
the LP candidate faded from the picture,
receiving only a miniscule percentage on
election day.

THIRD-PARTY POLITICS
In reality, very few candidates have
ever been elected to statewide or Federal
office in this century without a major
party endorsement. Most of those who
succeeded in bucking the odds-like
James Buckley, Harry Byrd, Jr., Vito
Marcantonio, Wayne Morse,,and Robert
LaFollette, Jr.-simply
benefited from
prior name recognition and major party
connections, major party collusion, or
both. In addition, they advanced practical programs and understood the
importance of good precinct operations
and organizations. The Socialist victories
cited above, James Weinstein points out
in The Decline of Socialism in America,
1912-1925,were also based on the ability
to develop major-party-style precinct
machinery and the willingness to abandon utopian rhetoric for programs
directly and immediately relevant to a
substantial portion of the constituencies
involved.
We should be extremely skeptical of
minor parties that tell us they can win
elections (whether now or in the future),
precisely because so few of the many that
have tried have ever succeeded. Only
three times since 1900-1912, 1924, 1968
-has there been even the remotest
chance of success by a non-major-party
nominee for president, for instance.
Since 1832, less than a dozen such
nominees have succeeded in carrying a
single state. If such popular public
figures as Henry Wallace, Robert
LaFollette, and George Wallace could
not succeed, is it likely that an LP
contender could do so? Furthermore, of
the group of non-major-party figures
who served in Congress during this
century, the majority were from Wisconsin’s Progressive Party or Minnesota’s
old Farmer-Labor organization. In each
case, the party in question was in fact a
substitute second party for the state, not
a third party at all.
Political scientists generally consider
there to be two basic types of third- or
minor-party movements: the temporary,
protest-style ones such as the 1968
American Party, the Progressives of 1924
and 1948, and the Populists; and narrow,
doctrinal parties. While the former may
have some impact on the national political
consensus, the latter category, no matter
how persistent, remains politically iso-

lated and inconsequential because of the
noble but unrealistic purism that isolates
such parties from the majority of
Americans who fail to share their vision.

(CO-O~A~OW
But ifthird or minor parties are highly
unlikely to win elections, can’t they still
influence politics by setting forth ideas
that other parties may seek to co-opt?
Frankly, as many political scientists have
pointed out, the fact that minor parties
have advanced and promoted policies
subsequently enacted into law does not
mean that they had any influence
whatsoever. Extra-party groups are
usually far more influential. For instance, it was the work of the
Anti-Saloon League, not the miniscule
Prohibition Party, that turned the
country “dry.” Those who think otherwise are engaging in wishful thinking
A look at the platform the LP put
together for the 1976 campaign will show
that very few of its planks have not been
advanced by some serious politician.
Does that mean that the EP is already
having an impact on U.S. politics? Of
course not. It means that the LP endorses
a program with which some conservatives
and liberals already agree in part.
Members of Congress have embraced
aspects of the LP platform ranging from
decriminalization of marijuana to demonopolization of first-class mail delivery, from abolition of the ICC and other
Federal regulatory agencies to substantial cutbacks in overseas troop levels,
from abolition of the income tax to
legalization of gold-clause contracts.
Most LP members, blissfully ignorant of
what is really going on in Washington,
have no more realization of this than
most Congressmen have an understanding of the principles of libertarianism.
This brings us to consideration of a
number of myths and misconceptions
sometimes advanced by LPers. Most
prevalent of these is that the party has
real value as an educational tool whether
or not it can win elections. When John
James, the Colorado LP’s 1974 congressional nominee, dropped out of the race
prior to election day, he commented,
“There are many better, less costly ways
to educate and to bring about a more
widespread radical . . . consciousness’’
than political campaigning. That is,
however, only one of the many objections
to educational campaigns.
REASON editor Robert Poole wrote
an excellent indictment of the recent
crop of LP educational campaigns in the
August 1976 issue. We noted that while
such efforts may indeed “increase the
awareness of the libertarian philosophy,”
they nevertheless may only “guarantee
the hostility or indifference of the vast

TOTAL MOTES RECEIVED (1908-1976)
Candidate

Year

Pafly

Wallace
LaFollette
Roosevelt
Thurmond
Wallace
Sc hmitz
Debs
Debs
Lemke
Thomas
McCarthy
Benson
Debs
Debs
Thomas
Christenson
Swallow
Chafin
Faubus
Woolley
Chafin
Watkins
Thomas
MacBride

1968
1924
1912
1948
1948
1972
1920
1912
1936
1932
1976
1916
1908
1904
1928
1920
1904
1908
1960
1900
1912
1920
1936
1976

American
Progressive
Progressive
States Rights Dem.
Progressive
American
Socialist
Socialist
Union
Socialist
Independent
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
Farmer-Labor
Prohibition
Prohibition
Natl. States Rts.
Prohibition
Prohibition
Prohibition
Socialist
Libertarian

5%

WOU@

9,901,151
4,814,050
4,119,207
1 ,I 69,134
1,157,057
1,090,673
913,664
900,369
892,492
883,990
745,042
589,924
420,380
402,489
266,453
264,540
258,596
252,821
209,314
209,004
207,972
188,391
187,785
183,187

ER OF STATES IN WHICH CAN IDABE RECEIVED
MORE OF THE POPULAR VOTE (1900-1976)

OW

Roosevelt
Wallace
LaFollette
Debs
Benson
Thurmond
Debs
Debs
Debs
Lemke
Schmitz
Christenson
MacBride
Wallace
Woolley

1912
1968
1924
1912
1916
1948
1904
1908
1920
1936
4 972
1920
1976
1 948
1900

majority of voters.” In other words,
hard-core educational-style campaigns
may expand to a slight extent the
number of Americans who have heard of
our philosophy; but by focusing on
long-range goals and radical positions, or
by presenting lengthy, detailed statements on how some seemingly far-out
solutions could work in practice, LP
candidates either bore the average voter
who is exposed to them, frighten him, or
convince him that libertarians are
impractical, utopian kooks.
Several other serious objections have
been raised against the educational
campaign tack. For one thing, it virtually
guarantees continued receipt of merely
infinitesimal percentages of the vote. This
will, in turn, likely result in convincing
many libertarians that all is indeed lost,
that political activism per se is futile.

Progressive
American
Progressive
Socialist
Socialist
States Rts. Dem.
Socialist
Socialist
Socialist
Union
American
Farmer-Labor
Libertarian
Progressive
Prohibit ion

46
42
40
26
11
11
10
8
6
5
4
3
1
1
1

Even more serious than this, however, is
the fact that politicians and the
politically conscious public may get the
low
idea-or
obtain the excuse-that
vote totals for LP candidates mean that
the libertarian philosophy and libertarian solutions to current problems have
little popular appeal. The party’s press
coverage and potential for perceived
legitimacy will largely evaporate, too, if it
becomes clear that it cannot succeed in
attracting any significant number of
voters. As MacBride himself explained to
the 1976 California state LP convention:
“No reporter for any newspaper, or for
any radio or television station will take
our ideas seriously if we present the
image of a quixotic, tiny minority.”

THE GOP WON’T 1R.I.P.
Another myth advanced by some LP
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members is that the GOP is-slowly or
rapidly, depending upon the speakerdying and that the LP may eventually
replace it. This sort of contention
frequently accompanies an explanation
of how the GOP was allegedly once a
third party that made the big time. (See,
for example, Roger MacBride’s article,
“Happy Days Are Here Again,” REASON, January 1975.)
There are numerous errors implicit in
such an argument. To begin with, as
William Hesseltine, author of Third
Party Movements in the United States,
and others have pointed out, new parties
that achieved a real measure of success in
this nation’s history generally got off the
ground right away as second or
opposition parties and rapidly achieved
victory. The GOP, contrary to some
people’s imaginations, was never really a
third party at all. It was, rather, a
coalescence of minor parties and factions
of the old parties into a new major party.
Passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act,
which opened the door to slavery in the
territories, resulted in a massive upsurge
of Northern antislavery sentiment; and it
was this factor which led to formation of
the GOP. In the 1854 election, the
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party’s first, it captured 108 House
seats-more than any other party-and
then set up a coalition which chose a
Republican Speaker of the House. In its
first presidential election it ran a quite
respectable second, and in its second
time out it captured the White House.
Nor is the GOP dying, something that
people have been predicting for decades.
They said it in 1936, when the
Landon-Knox ticket carried only two
states and 89 Republicans won seats in
the House. Two years later the GOP
bounced backto capture an additional 80
House seats. They deemed the party a
corpse again in 1964, when Barry
Goldwater got clobbered and the Republicans lost three dozen congressional
races. Two years later they picked up 47,
and two years after that the GOP was
once again ensconced in the White
House. In 1976 the Republican Party
held its own in congressional and
gubernatorial races and lost its hold on
the presidency by less than two percent of
the popular vote. Ford clearly carried a
majority of the states (worth 241 electoral
votes); and were it not for probable vote
fraud, he might have carried several
others, thus winning a majority in the
electoral college and a full term in office.
The Republican Party isn’t dead, it’s
just hung over. And with Carter in the
White House, establishing a solidly
Democratic Federal government again,
which disgruntled voters can blame for
the nation’s woes, the GOP should score
real gains in congressional and gubernatorial contests in 1978. The upset victory
of Republican Arlan Strangeland in the
Minnesota district previously held by
Carter’s new Secretary of Agriculture is
an early favorable sign. But even if the
Republican Party were to expire, talk of
the LP replacing it is complete hogwash.
The GOP’s likely successor would simply
be a more clearly conservative party,
perhaps along the lines suggested by
William Rusher and Conservative Caucus chief Howard (no, not Kevin)
Phillips.

WISHFUL THINKING
This brings us to one final misconception, shared by the LP, the American
Party, and many other sharply ideological minor parties: a false assumption
that any significant portion of the
American public is, or can be convinced
to become, “radicalized” or even ideological. Most American voters are not
ready to be swayed by one TV ad or
brilliant speech setting forth consistent
ideology-nor by a hundred. They are set
in their political ways and identify with
one party in the voting booth, as one
recent study demonstrated, whether they
refer to themselves by that party’s label

or not.
Albert Jay Nock once debunked the
idea that people vote for platforms or
ideologies. In 1937 Herbert Hoaver
suggested that the GOP call a national
convention to draw up a statement of
principles in opposition to the New Deal
that could be used in the next election.
Nock commented, in the January 1938
American Mercury (“What the Republicans Won’t Do”):
Brother Hoover’s notion.. .for such a
campaign, setting forth principles and
ideas, is excellent and ought to be
exactly right, but the trouble is that it
will get nowhere in a campaign,
because American voters are notoriously not interested in principles and
ideas. They do not care a button for
them and will not vote for them. The
immense majority vote whichever way
the money comes from; they vote for
“prosperity”. . . .Many of them vote
out of resentment, many out of prejudice, indolent habit, indolent conformity; but not a corporal’s guard of
them vote out of ideas, and still fewer
out of principles.
Abby Goldsmith once pointed out the
same problem in the Southern Libertarian Review when she wrote that “the
majority of people are going to support a
particular order because they perceive it
to work well for them, not because it is
Moral or Right, and the sooner we stop
throwing moral platitudes around and
start doing something practical, the
better off we’ll be.”
This brings us to the question: If the
LP is an impractical way of achieving
liberty in our time, is there any
alternative that will work better?

POLITICAL PARTY
For those who are convinced that
political involvement (as opposed to a
purely educational tack) is necessary, I
suggest transformation of the present LP
from a political party into a grassroots
political action organization similar to
COPE, the American Conservative Union, or, to use a historical example, the
Non-Partisan League of the Wilson era.
Such a new group would have the
tremendous advantage of nonpartisanship. That is, while third parties must
fight, pressure groups can bargain. I
suggest that the new group should
pursue the old political policy of the
American Federation of Labor laid down
during the early years of this century by
Samuel Gompers: identification with no
party per se; advancement of a realistic,
specific, evolutionary program; and
recruitment or support of serious
candidates, of whatever partisan stripe,
who commit themselves to support the
bulk of that program.

Such an organization could lobby,
both separately and in conjunction with
other groups. It should seek to instruct
those libertarians who believe in political
action about the methods most conducive to effective political participation.
It might propagandize the public by
means of advertising, pamphlets, and
periodicals, including some sort of
nationwide publication for college distribution. It should work actively for tax
limitation and other state and local
ballot initiatives.
Why transform the LP rather than
form a brand new outfit? There are
several reasons. First, the LP is simply
not a viable strategic alternative, for
reasons already presented. However, as
Don Ernsberger and others have pointed
out, the party has served the movement
as a focal point for gathering and, sometimes, motivating libertarians. It has
some degree of organization in every, or
almost every, state in the union, a fine
base from which to build. Continuation
of the LP, however, would mean
continued competition for the limited
financial and manpower resources of
politically motivated libertarians, a key
factor during the new group’s crucial
formative period. Conflicts would also
develop. For instance, a serious nonpar-
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tisan group with a limited, immediate
legislative program might find itself
supporting (or at least not opposing)
candidates that might otherwise have
drawn LP opponents, such as Representatives Weaver (opposed by Tonie
Nathan in 1976) and Schroeder (opposed
in 1974 by John James), to mention only
two. Such conflicts would only serve to
create bad feelings and dangerous internal factionalism in the new group. A
perfect example at the present time is the
conflict inside the American Conservative Union between so-called mainstream
conservatives and Tom Anderson’s American Partyites.
When Jerry Tuccille received only
about one-fifth of the 50,000 votes he
needed to win New York’s Free
Libertarian Party permanent ballot
status, LP national leaders openly
expressed their disgust. Tuccille had had
the advantage of some good press coverage; he had spent over $70,000, roughly
$7 per vote. But on election day he drew
fewer votes in New York City than Fran
Youngstein garnered in her mayoral race
the year before. LP founder Dave Nolan
told an LP Executive Committee meeting
that the New York party could have
gotten more votes for Donald Duck for
governor by handing out $5 bills on street

corners. “By any objective standard,” he
added, “the results of the Tuccille
campaign were a disaster-period.”
By any objective standard, the 1976 LP
presidential campaign was also a debacle. It is hoped that at least some of the
party’s leaders will show the same
honesty they did in 1974 and admit it and
that they will begin to assess new
alternatives to continuation of the LP as
a political party-alternatives such as the
one I have proposed.
There is much that libertarians can
accomplish in politics, but they need a
new direction. The question is not
whether America needs radical change,
but how that change can best be brought
about. The sort of strategy I have briefly
outlined will no doubt draw complaints
from some party members who, as
Samuel Gompers once put it, simply
“cannot understand political action
unless there is a party.” I suspect that
history and the movement will eventually
leave such individuals far behind. 0
E. Scott Royce is editor and publisher
of Southern Libertarian Review. He
served as a member of the Libertarian
Party’s national executive committee,
1972-74, and currently works for the
National Right to Work Committee in
Fairfax, Virginia.
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REASON INTERVIEW:

MILTON FRIEDMAN
Called “an uncompromising champion of thefree market and
one of the most effective defenders of capitalism in America”
by no less than Henry Hazlitt, Milton Friedman is nonetheless
a controversial jigure among some defenders of liberty. For
Friedman, you see, plays the Establishment’s game. H e uses
the same empirical, mathematical economics as the
interventionist economists-but
uses it to document the
failures of interventionism. He is willing to work within the
political system, offering advice (when asked) to political
candidates and oficeholders (including Jimmy Carter and
Chile’s General Pinochet). Besides dreaming dreams of an
ideal free society, Friedman develops and promotes interim
measures designed to cope with the realities of today’s
government interventions-measures like education vouchers
and tax limitation amendments.
Clearly, this is not everyone’s cup of tea. Reasonable people
can diser over the tactical merits of particular reforms and
the value of gradual vs. hard-core approaches to advocacy.

Whatever their views of Friedman’s positive proposals, few
can argue with his effectiveness as a critic of government
intervention and control. His lively Newsweek column brings
free-market critiques to millions of readers, and his popular
books4apitalism and Freedom, A n Economist’s Protest,
There’s No Such Thing as a Free Lunch-introduce many
students to pro-freedom ideas.
But it is his technical work in economics on which
Friedman’s reputation is based. Over the years Friedman has
broken new ground in monetary theory and monetary history.
His classic work, Monetary History of the United States,
1867-1960, coauthored with Anna Schwartz, demonstrates
that central banking increases monetary instability and
undercuts the case f o r government monetary management. I t
is largely due to Friedman’s work that “monetarism” has
come to be taken seriously by economists and policy makers
in the 1970’s.
Last fall Friedman’s work was honored when he was

It’s fundamentally intellectual cowardice to
think that supporting gradualist programs
amounts to a repudiation of libertarian
principles.
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